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CHAPTER I
SETTING THE SCENE

Hitherto, my friends, 1n government as 1n every
branch of morals, we have but too much mistaken words

for truths and forms for principles. To render men
free, it sutflceth not to proclaim their liber.tYJ to
make them equal, it sufflceth not to call them so.

TrUe, the Fourth of JulY, t76, commenced a new era
tor our race. True, the sun of promise then rose
upon the world. But let US not mistake tor the tulness ot light wba.t was but its harbinger.. Let us not
conceive that man in signing the declaration of his
rights, secured tteir possession; tha.t having framed
the theory, he had not and hath not still, the practice
to seek.

Your fathers, indeed, on the day trom which dates
your existence as a nation, opened the gates of the
temple of human Uberty. But think not they entered,
nor that 7011 have entered, the sanctuary'. They passed
not, nor have you passed, even the threshold.
Who speakS of liberty while the human .mind is 1J.l
chains? Who of equality while the thousands are 1n
squalid wretchedness, the m11lions harassed with bealthdestroying labor the few afflicted with health-destroying
idleness, and
tormented by health-destroying solicitude? Look abroad on the misery which is gaining on the
land' 148,rk the strife and the discord and the jealousies,
the sboek of interests and opinions t the hatreds of sect,

all

the estrangements of class, the pride of wealth. the de-

basement of poverty, the helplessness of youth unprotected,
ot age uncomforted, of indus try unrewarded. of ignorance
unenlightened, of vice unreclaimed, ot miser7 unpitied,
ot siCkness. nungert and nakedness unsatisfied, unallev1ated, and unheeded. 001 mark all the wrongs and the
wretchedness with which the eye and the ear and the heart
are familiar, and then echo 1n triumph and celebrate 1n
1

2

Jubilee

!:I1S1

th!

19»&.-

insulting declarat1on, .!:l!

m.m

are WI

The above is an impassioned, but tair example of the t1Pe
of oratory and newspaper editorials the laboring class ot New
York and elsewhere was eagerly imbibing about the year 1830.

Let it serve as an 1ntroduction to this history ot the Working

Hents party ot New York Clty, and to "FannyU Wright, the striklng scotswoman who was one of the main protagonists in an appar en tly fut1le experiment 1n poll tical actlon by the laboring

class and its supporters.

It 1s the purpose of this thesis to show that, although
the Working Ments party bad l1ttle chance for survival as a
political group, the SUCCeSS of the reforms it advocated made 4/
1 ts existence a d1stincti va contr1bution to the American way

of lite.

ar

toll owing the workers of 1830 through their br1ef

experiment 1n the poll tical arena, 1 t will be seen that e1rcumstances .made inevitable the collapse of their party, but that
subsequent American culture 1s :r1cher because of their ex-

perience.
The Tear 1827 saw the first attempt at permanent organi.

zation among laborers as a class.

Fltt1ng17. Philadelphia was

)

the birthplace of "The Mechanics' union of Trade Associations,"
a group which soon organized itself politicall,. as ItThe philadelphia. Working Men t s party... 2 This 1s not to den;y that organizations of workers ensted before 1827.

But these groups

were more along the lines of medieval guilds, with social and
charitable, rather than political, purposes.

An institution

uniquely American in the early nineteenth century, universal
manhood suffrage, accounted tor action on a political front.
A brief consideration of the history of manUfacturing)

10 the united states 1s a necessary prerequisite for a study

ot the political organization of New York workers in 1829.
Most simply put, .... the development of manufacturing can be traced
.....

.

2Tb1s fact 1s largely accepted at the present time. It
was once thought that Manchester, England 1;TaS the parent city
of the first permanent trades' union but the group "expired
before it was so much u known to a l arge majori't7 of the
~at:ves in the neighborhood.- Sidney and Beatrice webb1 .Ini
~

9.t. Trade l1P!gn!9h 2nd

ed. (New

York, 1902), p. 10,,_

3The term manutactur~ will be used in its literal meaning,
1.e. t work done'""b7 'fiiii((. T this period ot Atnerican h1sto~J
the cotton trade in New England was the onl,. industry emplo;rulg
a. factory system a.s we know 1 t. In brief t manutacture 1s here
taken in 1 ts broadest SSlse: the oppoal te 0'1 agrlcul'ture.
~e analysis ot John R. Commons and associates otters a
compact summary ot a tremendouslY diverse evolution, and they
are ~le authorities ma1nly followed here. For furtner elaboration the reader is referred to the following works ot Professor
Commons I !!:stO?f ~rw.~a
~Ttataat II (New York,
1936), I, -m J _~_~_ ato· 0
81" C
I!¥iUSi!1f\\
So91a~t X (Claval
t
r uc ion 0 olume. r I and
~andJdm1n1strit19'9 (New York, 1913), chapter XIV·
i!l:Lo:ir- ~ li'o_es ,Evolution Of Indus try, ff XXIV, 39-

If"!;

,n

W•

in the gradual separation of the three-fold function of the
'Worker, that of (a) merchant, (b) master, and (0) laborer.

In colonial days all three were grouped in one person.
In most trades this individual was the itinerant worker, who
took the raw materia.l aUpplied
into a finished product.

by

the tarmer, and worked 1t

Such abiUty wa.s rare in a country

almost entirely devoted to agriculture, and sinee olothing,
shoes, leather, machinery,

~teel,

glass, etc •• were necessities,

men skilled in producing these commodities were a valuable asset
to ar.I¥ communi ty • ~

In time, as transportation improved slightly and small
towns became more prevalent, this personal arrangement was
11 ttle changed, except tba t shoemaking and tailoring became as
fixed in location as the heavier trades of printing and steelmak1ng.

At this stage the work.r tended to own his shop and

tools of production, and to purchase his

O't4'D,

raw materials.

Clearly he bad become more independent, and instead

or

favoring

him, assemblies and legislatures otten issued measures protective of the general public.

He still combined the three func-

tions of trade within his own person, and so, little friction

SThe colonial larmer-consumer was willing to go to great
lengths to encourage manUfacturing, e.g., b7 loans, tax exemptions, bounties, provisions for cheap raw ma.terials". and
.
monopolies. ct. Commons, lUstfl at. ttb9Yl, I, 36-,+,+, for
citations of various colan1iI ccumen s.

5
is to be noted. 6
The first separation of the tr1ple function occurred 1n
general around the period of the Revolution, when towns were
growing 1nto cities of some size.

Instead of a worker's main,

business being the tilling of individual orders, the retail
store became the more profitable and practical method ot doing
business.

Previous17 , only one or two journe)'lllen and appren-

tices were necessary, but several were needed now.

The master...

merchant beoame more of a manager and a cap1 taUst, for raw

materials and other overhead costs

requ1r~d

more money while

his goods were in the now longer process of ma.king and selling.

The men who worked for h1m stlll owned their own tools, but they
bad actually became wage-earners only.

conflict between the two groups.
a man ftup from
the idea tha t
shops.

t.he
s~

Still, there was Uttle

Since the master-merchant was

ranks, tf most joume)'IDeJ1 seemed to entertain
day

they too would be owners of their own

In other words, there was a vast community of interest

within each trade.

Competition remained. on a local basis,

enabling the master to satisfy any reasonable demands for higher

. 'The so-called strikes of the colonial period were in
reill,ty aotions taken b;r guild-like .aster craftsmen to proteot their business as a whole from what they considered un-

just restriotions of governmental bodies. AS an example, see
~~o!G~t9El' II, 343-3~1nfor a statement of the bakers
o
as
,t South carolina
1786, setting forth their
grievanoes aga1nst the eit7 council.

6

wages by passing on the increased expense to his customers.
Underselling or marketing

or

inferior articles was the bane ot

industry at this point, and master and Journeymen alike acted
in concert to expose and elimj,nate such unfair oompeti t1on. 7

Obviously', however, in the rough-and-ready atmosphere of
early American competition, peace could not always rule the
industrial world.

The ratification ot the Constitution brought

inte:rna.l eXl'anslon, and constant 1mprov&u,ent ot roads and means
of transportation, with the prospects

ot an ever-wldening market

Exactly' here did conflict and Ditter antagonism between employer
and employee bega.

Such a clash was natural enough, tor what

had happened was s1mP17 thisl

the merchant could no longer pass

ott upon the local consumer an increased cost of labor.

Because

of the competition factor, the price-bargain had escaped his
manipulation; the wage-bargain was the only lever under his
direct control, and to rema1.n in the race tor markets he felt

oonstrained to keep forcing it down.
At the turn of the nineteenth century and the:reatter,

'1An advertisement ffby order of the fournepa~ [italics
added] Cordwainers of the City and Libel' lei 0 P=11adelphia"
appeared in ~~'S ~erlC!A ~ Adyertisei tor May 16, 1791
and berated" e Paten Boot l'iiiiHouse of Pe er Gordon,
prentiss and Co.," tor their competitive practices, since "in
point ot neatness, ease, and utility, this manner ot having
boots made 1s interior to the way tha t boots have generally
bean made for many years past." Reprinted in Commons, Bistot[
.2t LaboBt, I, 59-60.

7
the sy~lled trades in the largeS eastern cities were nurturing

the seeds of strite.

New York and Philadelphia merchants were

discovering a demand tor their shoes, custom-made suits, hats,

and utensils on a wholesale scale in the new markets or the
south and west.

Retailers in these regions had neither the

sIdll nor the equipment required to produce extenslvely on the
To compete in this trade the eastern merchant

local level.

required a larger amount or oap1 tal and orad! t tor his raw
material, transportation. and completed stock.

Besides these

economic costs, he perceived a need also to keep his human
oommodit7, the price of labor, at a m1n1.mum, if he was going
to gain and hold new and promising markets.

In the beg1nning

1 t was to the advantage of the journeymen to go along with the
boom. but prosperit;y 1n its turn brought h1gher prices, and a
consequent pressure upon the1r awn standard of l1ving.

Then

came the crles ot protest, weak and inetfective at first, but
stronger as the centur;y grew older.

one further development requi.res attention, in order that
a ba.ckground
,

tor Net>1 York Oi ty ot 1829 may be sketched.

AS

a

iii

8ct• Unlte~ itates ~8i 121~roRu1at1t!, I, Table 33,
p.. 5'+, for tHe steady upsurge n ur
comroUiilt es at this
period. There were eleven cities of eight thousand inhab1tants
or" over in 1810, thirteen in 1820, twenty-six in 183°1 and fort
tour in lSlto. Manhattan borougb nad a P9Pula. t10n of 23,706 in
1820, 202,589 in 1830, and 312,710 in 18ltO.

8

direct result of the growth of national markets, there came
upon the scene the merchant-capitalist, the outsider who tended

to take over the merchant function from the old master-merchant,
and complete the torm wndch has molded our current economic
groupings of capital, management, and labor ..
Once again, this was a quite natural evolution.

The ever-

widening wholesale market 1n an adolescent united states called
for a marketing expert, for a figure capable enough to handle
large capital successfully and keep the confidenoe of the banks
and other credit agencies.

hardly. the man for the task,

Slnce the master craftsman was
8.

new type in the business world,

the merchant-capitalist, gradually arose to meet the demand.
He did not need to have a techn:1.cal knowledge of the trade •.
This was the task of the master, who was really a labor boss
after this time.

In the scramble tor markets, the mastel'"

Job became more and more

workers for .m1n1mum wages.
shop" methods.

In ma,n:r cases he resorted to "sweat-

otten he tried the expedient ot dividing labor

so that onl7 the more teohn1cal operations were done b.1 Skilled
Journeymen, which meant less work and less wages tor them, while
the cheaper labor ot woman, Children, and pr1soner.9 was
u ,

~ork i!~Eos:U..s June 22, 1830, reported that
New York
1'e ed to work with stone cut in
the shops at Sing Sing. Dixon Ryan Fox, The ~eCl1ne OfH.1SltOCracl !!! !!!f! fol t tic~ 91. lew l2rJ£ (New YorKtlJ:9l, p. j~
9D!,

the masons

Bel
0

9

amploTed 1n leas skilled aspects of the job.

The villain in

the piece, of course, was the merchant-capitalist, eitber in
bis

o~

pOI'ate

person, or beh1nd the hated mask of the banks and cor-

'\>13&1 th.

Sometimes the hard-pressed journelllen saw

through the disguise,lO which explains vhf the master was surprisingly often included 1n the labor organ1zat1ons of the
period. l1 As will be seen more tul17 in subsequent chapters,
the battle-lines were drawn between the "produc1ng classes II as

opposed to the "non-producing,. rather than between employers
and emploTees.

In the words of Frances wright, "It

[j.he

workers f

movement] 1s labor r1sing up aga1ns t idleness, indus try against

money, 3ustice against law and against privilege. ttJ.2
It, then, one is correctly to understand the discontent

l0ttwe would not be too severe on our employers, they are
the slaves to the capitalists as we are to them, U was the way
the jo~e1men builders of Boston expressed themselves in 1834.
The tiS, Ne~! York, May 13, 1834, cited 1n 1)99,U!9!ntary ~
torI, V, 21+.

ll%h!. E.b1lade§Ph1a Mechanics' Erl1I. ~ in an ed1 tor1al
on September 12, 1 29 offered. this distiiictlon: ttlf an employer
superintends his own business (still more if he works with his
own hands) he is a 'Working maD. and has an interest on the side
of tberemuneratlon of labour. • •• If' this view of things
be correct, shall 'We look 'With a jealous e1'e on those employers
who preteI' being considered working men' who are willing to
join us in obtaining our objects? who wish to see production
attended 'i1th respectability, comfort and intell1gence,·· stlll,
journeymen seem to have been more true ted wi th roles of leadership. Ib1d., August 30, 1828.
121im1 lOfk ~ ~!r, November 27, 1830, cited in
DoC'\!P!SWY II stolZ, V,
•

10

of a century and a quarter ago, he must note this point of prime
importance, "Labor organization in America ••• hegan not 1n the

factories but among the skilled workers in the trades. n13

This

group it was which first felt the pressure of the Industrial
Revolution dislodging them from their time-honored fUlle Lion in

society.

Angered and dismayed, they instinctively united against

the fearful new evil, and since they vlere armed itJith a potent

weapon in the ballot,14 their mode of attack became pol1tical.
1

q

13uarold Underwood Faulkner, Alf-erican lijgonom1c I1!:ston,
(Ne~J' York, 194-3), p. 313.

5th ad.

l~rcviouslY, a man had to hold property before the voting
was granted. New York, in 1821, was one of the first
eastern states to appr';~c1ate the inconsisteney of this practice
with the stirring words of the Declaration of Independence, but
the principles of Alexander Hamilton and of Federalism did not
give ~ without a fierce struggle. Power belonged only with
property. tIThe notion tha t every man tba t works a day on the
road, or serves an idle hour in the milit1a 1s entitled as of
right to an equal partIcipation in the whole power of government,
is most unreasonable, and has no foundation 10 just1ce." N. H.
C2.rter and ~SSOCic~.te~~. Ileports 9! the proceed1!l£S
\qp~. 2t.
the conVt~t~on of 18
Assemblftd for tEe ~ose ~ en
ttie
prlvil~ge

M.

.!fi

iif!UID"~
~. ;n'h~ ~ ~~~fu:l
i~5f: ~~ 13~··In the correcteva uatron
ese dave opments, ,zackscn1an
0

Demgcrasx falls into proper focus. It is seen as the sum total
of unaercurrents such as these, carrying the country towards tbe
open sea of practIcal equality. In the words of Arthur Me1er
sohlesinger, sr., "Jackson himselt \vas a product rathe!' than the
oreator, of the new democratic spirit, for he rode into power an
a tide of forces that had been gather1ng strength for more than a
decade and which he had done little or nothing to bring into
being. It will appear that the new deznocracy Wc1S tJacl{sonian'
only to the extent that Jackson stamped the political phase of
the movement with the imprint of his personality, lending it certain picturesque characterist1cs and dramatic qualities." A. ~!
SChl~S1nRei' I!!! !iQWl)oints !n Merlc!!} W:storz (New Ycrk, 19!+8).
pp. 200-20 •

11

Though it was doomed to failure for several reasons, their
brave struggle enlists interest and admiration.

Thepar-

ticular reasons for organization 1n New York City, and the
captivating persona.ges initiating the movement, call for
fuller treatment.

CHAPTER II
BACK.GROUND TO CONFLICT

When the skilled craftsmen of 1829 came together, what
were their specific demands, Were they looking for minimum
wage and maximum bour laws, Present-day labor discussions
most frequentlY center around these points of dispute, but the
earliest American movement aSked for equa11ty of opportunity
rather than for class security.
Measures" reads.

one list ot

~ork1ng

Men's

"Equal universal education, abolisbment ot

imprisonment for debt, abolition ot all licensed monopolies,
an entire revision or abolition ot tbe present militia system,
a less expensive law system, equal taxation of property, an effective lien law tor labourers on buildings, a district system
of electIons, no legislation on religion."l Among these grievances, important points wh1cb merit further comment are the
tirst four, and the plea tor an effective lien law.

ISBa,

~vers!l

jdugatigg

"EQual Universal Education" was undoubtedl)" the most

13
important plank in the workingman's platform, both in itself and
in its etfects.

The keynote ot the whole political movement of

the period 1s struck beres the workers were looking for equality
of opportunity, tearful that the ex1st1ng system of education,

"which tends in a greater or less degree to separate the children of the poor man and the rich, will eventual17 lead us into
all the distinctions that exist under despotic governments, and
destroy our political llbert1es. u2 Dissension over the specific
kind of educa.tion to be provided, as shall be seen, ate llke an
acid through the garment of party organization.

The fact re-

mains, the status of publio instruction around 1830 afforded
ample reason for grievance and debate.

In most of

B~w

England the principle of tree, tax-supported

schools had long bean accepted, though actual attendance at them
was another matter.

In the leading states of New York and Penn-

sylvania. the prevail1l.lg system was private schools for all who
could pay tuition, and charity sohools for the rest.

The so-

called pUblic schools of New York Clty were conducted by a pr1vate organizat1on. the PUblic School SOCiety. and. until 1832,
a small fea was charged.

Still, the stigma qt
>Ht!

char~t1

aurround-

ad the system, a fact which, in large measure, accounted for
twit

2UQcum!at~ I!st0!l

V, 158, citing "Proceedings of a
les
~ther Working Men, held at Mil1tary
Ball, 'Wooster street, Dew York, on TUesda,- evening, December 29.
1829,~ ~ork1n& H!Ots AdVocate, January 16, 1830.
Meeting of Rec

an

1'+
poor school attendance.

In 1829, the Society est1mated that

2*,200 children between the ages of five and fifteen were roaming the streets of Bew York City. and that only about ten thousand were attending the public SChools.

At the same period. the

city's private schools enrolled about 17,500 pupl1S. 3
Abo,llsbment .2i

ImptlsoMen~

t.or

~

The practice of imprisonment for debt was a source of
constant irritation to the newly entranehisod citizen.
an organization known as the Boston Prison Discipline

In 1829,
Socie~

estimated that seventy-five thousand persons were imprisoned for
debt annually, about ten thousand of these cases occurring in

New York and seven thousand in Pennsylvania.

Over one-halt of

the seventy-five thousand incarcerations were for awns ot less
than twenty dollars.

Though all classes of society sutfered

under the debtor t s law, the poor and the unemployed were affected most seriously.

oase.:

The press of the day cites many pitiable

a blind .man in Boston with a dependent fam117, imprison-

ed for a debt of six dollars; a wounded veteran of the Battle of
Bunker Hlll, a man seventy-s1x years old, Jailed tor a debt of
a few dollars; and perhaps most ironic of all, a widow in.
providence, Rhode Island, imprisoned for non-payment of s1xty-

ff!?gUZ:, It 181. Schlesinger,
Sr.,
an
Fox, ¥:CIYl! 9l. »:1stgcracl, p. 353,
racts and f gure!.

3eownons, U1sto~ Sl!

~ I1~01ntS, p.

Offer

0

20

ar revealing

t

15
eight cents--and

by

the man to save whose property from rire her

husband had lost his 11fe''''
fhe paradox of putting a debtor where he could not possibly

pay his debt was preached with eloquent toreeJ witness a workingmen's. candidate for Congress in philadelphiat UA law that maltes
poverty a crtme. and a poor man a felan, after those veT,1 laws
have made poverty inevitable, is not only cruel and oppressive,
bUt absurd and revoltlng_ n5 United political action bY those
without material resources appeared the most effect1ve solutlaa
to the problem.
Abo~i~ioD ~

all l1e!Qsed

monopg~el

In the eres of righteoUS workingmen all monopo17 was un-

democratic, but banks were especially villainous for a dOUble
reason.

~e

first was that they ground the t·producing olasses"

under the netherstane of privilege, by granting to tbe merchantcapitalist huge credit, and therefore, diotatorial power; the
other, that they forced toilers to accept their wages in unstable bank-notes, so that otten the taee value of salaries was
in excess of real or purchasing power.

Thus, bankers became

"'Oommons, IIjsto~~ "boW, I, 178-179. Robert E. Riegel
Ol'mant Oklahoma, 1949, p. 282) states
that ttas late as 128 New York bad one thousand prisoners whose
debts averaged twenty-five dollars ap1ece. ft
(Young Mefica,8r~'

'x!Ch?nicst Jl:!! fress, September 25, 18)0.

16
ffthe greatest knaves, imposters and paupers of tbe age,n since
they swore to pay their debtors thirty or thirty-rive million
dollars on demand when they had but three or four million with
whicb to do it. 6 In vl~ of the tremendous number of broken
banks and counterfeit notes on the

~arket,

the laboring men were

counselling against the renewal of bank charters.

They did not

wish an aristocracy of privilege to be perpetuated nor an economic slavery to be foisted upon their posterity.?
An important observation on the bank grieVance 1187

noted bere.

well be

A more promising solution to precisely this problem

was the factor which finallY linked the small political groups
of workers to the larger political parties.

Because ot it.

strong pOSition in the Bank War in the campaign of 1832, the
Democratic Party of Andrew Jackson and of Tammany Hall reenlisted the support of the laboring classes.

"Their own par-

ties, engaged in kindhearted activity on the periphery of the
problem, disappeared. d8

~cumentarz ~istos~ V, 1;2, citing ~rk!:ns ~
AdYQC@~l oc£oSerl, !~ ~, report of a ls r meetIng-of
october 9.
?~.t p. 162, citing "proceedings of Military Hall
Meetinitlfew York, December 28 1 1829, n reprinted in the i/orkW
Hgnts AdV09!tm, January 16, 18jo.

8SchleSinger, Jr. t W 9! lacksolh p. 1"3.

17
5evl~1@Q

st

iq~11t1on

2t the

~,esent

m!!1t.a slst!l

The main defense of Jacksonian America was state-trained

militia.

The Pennsylvania law of 1822, a typical one, ruled

that "every free able bodied white male person Who has resided
\IIi thin this commonwealth for one month, and is betvleen the ages

of eighteen and forty-five • • • shall be enrolled in the militia of this commonwealth.-9 Such a system was being condemned
round~

by manual workers because they felt that the training

days were large17 wasted, more social get-tosethers than preparation tor possible military service.
of three days t wages.

More inlportant was the loss

The man of means absented himself and

paid t"lelve dollars tine; for the mechanio, the Choice was either
drill-field or 3a11. 10

lYl effEte tiyS 1lm lD
A legal claim on property as security for a debt was a

petlticl1 peculiar to laborers in the building trades.

The situa-

tion was explained to the farming community in these words.

ot the count1"7uJ need but be
told that many of our bUildings are erected by designing
speCUlators. or master builders, who, when deteoted, are
They [tithe mechanics

...
9Comrnons [jistou'!2l x,abour, I, 221, citing ~.2!. !.bt.
~e~era~ Assem~ll 2! 1h! Qommonwealtb 2t Eegnsylv&PIit pp.~-2~7.

pr1V1~~~X~fPp:~ ~f~:t§@i;eif ~~~~; b!h~a;:~r~dha~the

lIonq.
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regularly succeeded by others--that a systelnatic course
of frauds has been practiced on the mechanics, laborers,
and furnishers of materials for buildings, for yo~rs, in
this City, to the amount of $125,000 annually. That the
greater part of thc:se losses has fallen upon individuals
who have families dependent on their labor for support.
That the merchant who vends bis merchandise can secure
payment, previous to dellv,ry, while the mechanic and
producing classes a.re obliged to fulfill their contracts,
or render their servIces before they can demand such
security_ That a great part of the distress, experienced
in this city during the last winter, originated in these
losses. That we are now, from the same causes, looking
forward with fearful forebodings to the events of the
present winter.
The farmers need but be truly info:rfl1f~d of these
facts, to unite with one aocord in tbe passage of a lien
law, which 'Would Pl'otccilus, heroafter, from many otherwise unavoidable eVils.
These then were the main planks in the platform of the
workers' poll tical parties about the year 1830.

In truth, none

of them seems radical enough to warrant the consternation which
historically attended the existence of the ttworldes t parties,"
as they were oa11ed..

They are, in the main, humanitarian

measures, aimed at contributing to the co.mmon good. even while
they shored up the

mora~e

of a skilled working class, fearful

of losing its function and importance in society.

Though a

small minority group--the nation was still predominantly agricultural--the movement might possibly have enlisted the immediate

llRocument~ ii1;~' V, 159-160 c~_t1.ng proceed!n&_
of a workers' meet
•
. .. , p .. 153 put the'annual 'loss at
Itnot less than three or .our hundred thousand dollars, tt but the
author of the statement 1s a less trustworth1 source, ane Thomas
Skidmore, soon to be introduced.
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sympathy of the "aristccr-atic orders of society," to grant its
reasonable demands.

Instead, the rich, the party politicians,

and the general public alike, looked on it as Ita party founded
on the most alarming principles to civil soclety_ft12 The horritied opposition which helped to bring the

~~rkersl

party to

an early detn1se flowed from a great fear of the radical fringe
of the organization, especially from Thomas Skidmore, Frances
wright, and Robert Dale OWen.

The picture would lack both

color and detail if these interesting characters were not
introduced.
Thomas Skidmore was himself a "mechanic," one who worked
with machines, and with the passing years he became embittered
that his labor brought him such little recompense when its
leisure gave the propertied class such a comfortable existence.
To Skidmore, something was definitely wrong with sueb a civilization; a committee report authored by him in the early days of
organization of the working Men's Party summarizes his conclusions. 13

For him, the state of New York, as all governments

the world over, had violated the natural right of equality by
the initial distribution of property, and the laws of inheritance had perpetuated the gross injustice.
l2~, p.

155, Citing.'": the
bu1rez;-;--November It, 1829.

The result was,

lfqr n.1ai Qourier

IilS! liD

Xo~k

13wor~ ~ Advocate, uThe Report and Resolutions
e o~t1," october 31, 1829.

the Commit
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economically speaking, a Nineteenth century feudal societ7, consisting of ruling lords whose families had received huge tracts

ot land, and their vassals, paupers who had been given 11 ttle or
nothing.

His solution was simple. begin allover again; evaluate

property within the state and redistribUte it equally among all
the adult population, making sure that these who attained matu-

rity each year were provided with the property of those

deceased.

recent~

The grandiose schama was proposed and fully developed

in a pamphlet of some two hundred pages, with a most arrest1n&

titlea 1he Rights !2! l1!!llg l!ropertzl :D!!ip& .! fropo§ltlog 12.
lllQ,ual pOB& th~ Adult~ 2t. Y!!. Eresent !bmB'atio;, ~

Et9 V1d , l2t its

SS~

Succe!iiBiQ!nerat*2G,

Ir!Qsmission l2 iyeTZ
~ Arlivi~

!S the

~

12

lBdiv1d~a,1 ~I!cq

~

2l Haturitz.

The ideas presented in the volume can be traced to Thomas
Paine and bis "Agrarian JUstice.'"

For this reason the program

became knoWll as tfagrarian1sm,'" and, although they ardently denied
affinity with Skidmore's ideas. all workers' movements tor
decades suffered from association with him.

Obviously the

plan raised graat consternation among the propertied classes,
since its author was in reality drawing

til

line of battle be-

t,,,een the rich and the poor, and not between workers and nonworkers.

Besides obvious targets like William penn14 and the
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van Rensellaers,l$ he even trained his guns on his ow contreres,

charging that ftRobert Dale OWen and Prances \'iright rejected his
agrarian ideas because they had 'landed property' whioh they had
Ino idea. ot parcelling oft into agrarian lots. , ..16 Suoh strong
animosity within the ranks boded ill tor the long 11te of the
workers' poll tical party.
The critioism just mentlon'3d was by no means the most

vehement levelled at Frances wright and Robert Dale O\olen.

The

presenCe upon the scene ot these two figures, who were neither
working people nor particularly interested in unions of tradesmen, requires an acquaintance with their characters and 'backgrounds'.

In 1830, Miss wright--or

"F~"

as the shocked section of

the press called her·-was about thirty-five years of age, possessing "an attractive unoloUded :tace, wi th chestnut hair falling
in natural curls, large blue eyes, clear and serious, and a tall,

slender, graceful f1gure."1? A wealtbF. free-thinking reformer,
she had been brought up by Jeremy Bentham, and lived for many
years in the household of Lafqette, where she breathed in the

spir1 t of the French Revolution.

Coming to this country trom bel'

l'lb1~., p. 357.

HM f S

16commons, lAgeR
A.4~ogattt Ju

,

17Sc hles1nger, Jr.,

9f8~ROWt
•

I, 237,

citing the Hor}taAs

Ai.!l £! lacksgb p. 181.
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native SCotland, sbe experimented with a slave-freeing project

in Tennessee.

Her ·farm tailed in 1826 chiefly because her actiVl-

1 ties, so unlad1'lik:e for the period, horrified people, as did
her violent an ticler1calism, unconventlorJ.al ideas on marriage
and divorce, and atheism.

For her pa:rt. however, she was con-

vinced tha t the raul t lay primarl17 in a clerically--controlled
"

eduoation which blinded minds to the true llgbt.
It was in this state that she attached herself to the

Owen exper1aent in communal living at New Harmony, Indiana.

Robert Dale OWen,

,.f~ous

son of the crusading Engllah philan-

thropist, was six years Fanny Wright's junior, a short, blue-

eyad, sandy-haired man. 18 His three-year attendance at the
Hotwyl school in Swi tzerla.nd 1s especially noteworthy'..

This

institution was a unique and apparently highly successful experiment by an educator named ltrImanuel von Fellenberg, an asso-

ciate of Pestaloszt.

The boarding SChool was in real1ty a junior

repubUo where the students made and entorced the1r own laws,
raised their own food t did their own cho:res, and 1n general

prepared themselves for an enlightened adult 1110.19 With such
a background, it is not difficult to see W'h7 OWen also 'Would
181~1~., p. 182.

19An interesting description of Fallenberg's school 1s

gi vall by OWen in one ohapter of the serialIzed autoblograpilT
be wrote tor the Atlint1p IgQtblZ. "Tnreaaing M1 W87,- IXlII,

1873, pp. 336-3&t8.
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blame the lack of proper education for the failure of the New
Harmony community in 1829. 20

When New Harmony closed, Miss Wright and OWen decided to
transfer their standards to New York City, a spot quite ripe tor
their educational ideas.

Their newspaper, the lew lfarlonY:

£l8;ette, heCl?lte the lew Xorlt

~

Bngy1rea:.

In backing the

workers' demands, the paper found a grand opportunity to trumpet
its own pet project, the national establishment of Hofw11-type
sChools, through which the state and not the parents 'WOuld
govern the early years of a child's deVelopment.

enthusiastic idealists.

Some of Fanny wright's

The two were
gl~l1og

phrases

in favor ot I-these nurseries of a tree nation tt are worth
presenting,
I• •

20New Harmony west of present-day Evansville and on the
banks of the wabaS~ River, enjoys the distinction of' being the
birthplace of two of' the most famous utopian experiments tried
in the United states. The first was made from 1814 to l8~ by
The Harmony Society under the spiritual leadership of George
Rapp J hence the name "Rappi tee. .. The community prospered under
the business managemz.nt of Frederick, George's adopted son. The
group, originally from W'Urttemberg, GermaIl7. was united by their
common belief in the imminent second coming of Christ. Indiana
was becoming too civilized tor these celibates and so, in 1821+,
they seld their hol<11ngs to Owen a.nd moved further Westward.
OWen had associated with himself W1lliam Maclure and .many
other educational pioneers who brought science, culture and
education to the Middle west. It was OWen who named the town
.tNew Harmony" in l826 t but its days of concord under this optimist were relatively raw. There was no real spiritual bindingforcs, and inexperience, poor Choice of personnel, and the
Amerioan temperament with its accent on initiative and acquisition, all contribUted to the fa1lu:re of this early experiment 10
communis... After its communal phase the town prospered as a
conventional settlement and is stl1l'tn existence today.

Fed at Q common board· olothed in a common garb, uniting
neatness with simplicIty and convenience; raised in the
exeroise of common duties, in the aoquirement of the same
knowledge and practice of the same industrYl val'ied only
according to individual taste and eapabilit es, in the exercise of the same virtues, in the enjoyment of the same
pleasures, in the study of the Sallje natur,'2, in pursuit of
the SEUtEl objeet--thcir own and each ether's happ1ness--sayl
'Would not such a ra.ce, ,-,hen arrived a.t manhood and womanhOOd work out the raform1or society, perfect the free
lustl tut10ns of Amel'ica.?2

with feelings such as they \>Jer'e in New York, this dream
gathered admirers, of course, as did the personalities of its

champlans,22 but fierce criticism was even more prevalent.

Per-

haps only Andrew Jackson inspired more invecti va than did FatUl1
Wright.

In figure she was pictured as "a great Q,Yk'ward bungle

of womanhood, somewhere abcut six feet in longitude, "lith a fa.ce

like a FUry, and her hair cropped like a ccnvict's.n23

She was

ffthe Red Harlot of InfidelitY'u stalking about to convince people

Ittha t z:.eligiQD is a cheat, chasti

tz

a dream, and all who adhere

to the pure precept of the gospel of our SaViour, foolst tt24
All things considered, Miss Fa.nn7 lI1right and young Robert
Dale OWen were likely to prove more of a hindrance than a help
i."

2lBl au, e~ S,g21a

A QQHIsi gt.

twe!

eo~ar ~t19

Iheorlej!, p. 288" ci tine Frances vlrlght,
(New York, lts29), p. 170.

22or. Schlesinger, ~., Agg Qt JacksoD, pp. 181~182, for
vial t \1h1 troan t s entranced recollect10ns of Fanny \>[right, nona ot
the sweetest of sweet memories."
23niegel, Youn~ America, p. 142.
2l+Ib1d •

-

25
to the group unfortunate enough to be traveling in the same
general direction as they.

To trace the first several months

of that Journey, with all its road .... blocks and twisting turns,
will be the task ot the next chapter.

CHAPTER III
UNDER FIRE

The winter of 1828-1829 was one ot intense sutfering for
tbe needy in the city ot Hew York and elsewhere. 1

A hundred

years before the days of the Great Depression, bread lines were
a common Sight, and a depressing one, to 3udge from thJ.s con-

temporary report, "It makes the heart bleed to look at the
hundreds and thousand, ot shivering, hungry applications for
cba.'r1 ty, who have thronged the old alms house 1n the Park this

torenooa,. pleading their cause in the most woefUl and suppll-

" more intense sutterterra. • • • There is unquestionably

ca,ting

at this moment than there has been tor DlaJl7 previous years.
if ever ... 2

ing

Under the w&.l1Ith of earl1 spr1na. these haunting muno1"1es
began to fade, until a well-founded rumor brought them 1nto

sharp focus again: Jev York City employers were about to demand
more work1ns time than the custOlltU7 ten hours a day.

The

IP

l868)!~~~.Gr;!e~~u~!::~S~tfte'He1if's11=c~O~~;_

tress was an ab1ding m4!!mory during the

rest of his Qq-

inspiration tor his humanitarian activity.

2l.£!! l£Daui£s. January ll, 1629.
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t

and

an

purl tan ideal ot hard work and frugal 11ving, and the sun-to-sun

rontine prevalent 1n agrieulture, ,vere tactors which made long

hours the practice 1n manufactur1ng too.

Laboring.men discerned

ma1'l7 discouraging 1Jnpl1ca tions in a longer working d8)".

They

would continue to be second-rate cit1zens, possessors of tbe
voting privilege, but w1th no leisure to become intelligentl,.

informed on men and measures. 3 Their children, who in lllan7 cases
worked from their earlY' years, would have little formal education, and the same second-rate status 'Wculd be transmitted to

the next generat1on..... EVen more im1:ned.1ate and practical would
be the harm done to employees in the building trades.

If, by

longer bours, work were concentrated in the per10d of mild
weather, the prospects ot another winter of unemployment loomed

menacingl,..
Small wonder then that the example

ot the Philadelphia

laborers was followed, and united act10n attempted.

A meeting

3It 113 revealing to note that the basic moti va insp1ring
the demand tor a shorter workiDg day was, once again, education,
a seeking tor opportunity as opposed to security_

4All authorities make mention of the startl1ng facts presented by James Montgomery, superintendent of the York Factor1es
at Saoo, Maine, in his f~actiCaJ. ~tli! 2t the ,ottoD H!i111t e.Qt the Il!l1teg a£(;s taos on, 839)~C. CommonSt
s or gr i;iliom:, It7~Wl"" for comment. The "Jcrking week at
Lowe ,Mass. a.veraged about seventy-three and a baIt hours, and
in the middle and southam states, about seventy.... eight and a half.
In the latter espeCially, a large number of children were employ
ed, another cogent reason why education was not widespread.

a

!
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of "meChanics and others" was called for April 23, 1829, to
monstrate against anT

add1t1~

to the ten-hour d.a7.

MO):-9

1'&000

than

s1mple opposition was registered; quite prominent also were

statements which. appeared to question the rights of propertyowners 1n their actions towards those who depended an their
labor alone for a 11vel1hood.

Thomas Slddmor8 vas the inspira-

tion beb.1nd the resolutions t his strateu probab17 being to
throw up the smokescreen of property r1ghts 1n the hope that

employers would be distracted. hoa the ten.-bour proposal.'

Five days later. on Apr1l 28th. another meeting was held,
one of the largest public meeUngs ever held 111 the c1t)".6
Here a committee ot f1fty persons was appointed w1th power to
work out resolutions and call another assembl1 whau they were
prepared.

Since. as ant1c1pa ted, no action was forthcom1ng

tram emplo;yers on tne ten-hour 1ssue. members ot the oommi ttee
were tree to concentrate on more genera..l and radical matters,
Their main discussion seams to have centered around the basic
right ot pr1vate property, the hated and feared institut10n of
banking, the exemption

ot church property from taxation, and the

'For resolutions pas~ed at this meeting ct. ~~!fI

!Astou, V, llt6-147. 01 t1ng the H2rJl1A&

Qms:l.

t

A~ .

,29.

6 COlDtlOllS • I1st~~ gf. ~, It 235, Citing George HenrJ'
EVans!. ''B1story 01
\vor frants Party, Chapter I, It in the
per1odl.cal., lJli BidiS;;'", January, 1Sl.2.
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absence of a l1en law for construction workers.? political action was the1r solution to pI'obleJns,

e"lidenc{~d

by the closing p&2'-

agrapbl of the long-awaited report, made public on october 19th.
Resolved. thst past experience teaches, that we beve
nothing to hope trom the aristocratic orders of $Ociet,.;
and tllS. t our onl1 course to pursue is, to send men of our
ow.n descriptlQn, it we canI to the legislature at AlbanJ.
ResolVed, that we wil make the attempt at the ensu11lg
election; and tha t as a proper step there tOl we inTi te all
those of our fellow oitizens wbo live by the r own labor,
and none other, to meet us at Military Hall, wooster street,
on FridB7 the 23rd day of October instant at balt past 7
vtclock, then and there to nominate suitabl e persons foX'
candidates for members of the senate and assembly.t:J
There seems to have been little debate over this momentous
deoision.

In consequence of' steps taken 11'1 Philadelphia, New

York Journe1Jllfm seem

to have accepted

as a natural course of action.

the venture into pol! tics

Tammany Hall, the Democrat1c

power in the City, should. have filled their needs, but the interests of the leaders r4 S'asnmarlT had become the interests of

r1ch man, and they were as little in accord with the c1v10 viewe
of tbeir followers as Alexander Hamilton and the Federalists bad
been wi th the workingmen ot an earlier day_ 9
Tbe lBeating of October 2)rd nominated several candidates,

this ~M'!~ !~~!OHtJle~~;;~ipJ: ~s~rr~=:~s:I of
8XW_. pp. 1 53-1S't-.

9M.

R. Werner,

taw II!ll

(New York, 1928), p. ltO.
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and commissioned the "Committee of

F1f~u

to select twenty-two

ot these before a gathering on october 29th.
nessed a strange sight.

That evening wit-

The twenty-two names were put into a

box, and eleven were draw out to 1Mcome candidates for the
state AssemblY'

Among the luclq winners were !llamas

and his cbief baCker, Alexander )t1ng, Sr.

Slddmore

To complete the tick ...

et, two additional candidates tor state senate were selected. 10
Skidmore's was not the onlJ notorious name connected with
these developments.

Robert Dale OWen, who "happened" to be on

band on October 19th, was appointed one ot the secretaries tor
the .meeting, and thus b1s name was a.ftixed to the Ust of resolutions.

Such was the influence earned by the weekly l.tl!

lPBuile,;t whioh Frances Wright begen publishing 1n lfew Jork 01 ty
in late January. 1829, as the successor to the ID iSll<ml
gezet~l.l1

While lecturing 1n Philadelphia the month before,

sbe had became oonvinced that the larg. cities of the east were

now ready for hel" new views on m.a.nlage, divorce, and prleatcraft, and for the antidote for all tbes. doctrinal poisons,
lOcommons, tisto!'Z .2t~bo~ I. 238-239. Th1s haphazard
method of .nom1na ons was ~el~ ed by mliUlJ'. and. their d1scontEmt, as we shall see, contributed to the party's reorganization later in the year.
.

llActuallY, the ~et~!l with OWer, as editor, continued to
lar)" 25th.
(Elinor Pancoast and Anne E.
Lincoln, .ill! IS90EIHipJ.e ,ge"ls~, Bloomington, Indiana, l~,
be published until Fe

p. 11.)
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ttrepubllcan" education..

She took up residence in lew York Cit;y

and OWen joined bel' there in APl"il. 12 Soon the,. had formed an

independent organization, HAn Association for the Protection ot
IndustlT and for the Promotion of National Education, It in add1..
tiOl'l

to disseminat1n1 their theories 1n the press.13
The Association bud intended to put an independent ticket

in the f181d. 14 but ele'llenth-hour ab.-ateu seams to have called

tor support ot the wider workers' movement.

Henc., no doUbt,

OWen's convenient presence at their meeting on OCtober 19th.

The worker.' ent17 appeared on11 about a week

beto~e

the first

of the three eleotion days. Their candidates were in competition

12lJW1.

11Theirs weTe also the minds behbd the 5kW JIM '!
the first edition of wh1eh made a sift. appearance
on 00 0 &1" 31, 1829, barel1 in time tor the coming elections.
Lest the laboring cans. proper sutfer tram the prejudices felt
towards their other doctrines, GeOr,. Henry Evans became1t.
$41 tor. EVans bad been born l.n England in 1806, into a taa11y
of the lower middle class. When he was fourteen he ea1grated
to America w1 th his father and his Rother, Frederick William,
and became apprenticed to a printer at Ithaca, lew York. lie
and. h:1s brother studied the wi tings of Thomas Paine and other
freetb.i.nkel"s of the da1 w1th the result that botb beoame eonE1r.med atbe1.t,. 81s brother was later converted to the commun1_ ot the Shakers, but Henl7' remained an atheist all his
11te. With his Jew York 01 ty career, be started on a Ute
devoted to land reform. More wl11 be heard ot this 1nterest1ng
young man in subsequent pages. (Commons, Bistotl 91. LiJto»r"

44vOOttftt

I, 231.)

lltcOJnmcns,

Bfstorz £! l!qoUl', I, 21+9.
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with tour other groups, only two of which were formidable. 15
It. .bort but vigorous campaign was waged.

on the last da7 ot

the election, the Tamm~ pres. urged all good Bepubllcana16

to exercise their right ot sUffrage, lasb1ng out indignantly
at those tra! tors who ttbave aspired to break down the Regular
Nominations ot the Demooratic party," e.speciaUy when

MfaJ set

of' men, who oPenl.7 proclaim the utter worthlessness of all law,
and all religion, have been engaged f'or six months past in

1nflaming the minds of' the honest meeban1cs of' this city. ttl?
The clarion oall was heeded, for Bbanezer Ford, a carpenter,

was the worldq Men's party's on17 suocessful. oandidate tor
Assembly.

But the workers were jub:11ant over . .en tb1s

_*

•

l'Bes1des the powerful Tammany t1cket, there was a
"Ma.sonic Hall'· facti~, a large segment revolting trom the

city machine (thoUgh they did nomiDa te e1ght of the eleven
men already selected by Tammany). Less important were the
....0010 and the Anti-Masonic tickets. The fanatical al1 tat10n
between the two latter groups dated from the unexplained disappearance of William )torean from canandaigua. ontario Oount7,
Hew York in September, 1826. He was supposed to be about t.o
publish Masonic secrets. The ord1nar7 01 t1zens t fear of JD7ste17
and intr1gue 1n high places touched otf an explosive political
bontire which burned tor several years, racing in western Bew
York state, and parts ot pennsylvania and Obio, but only f11ckering£,1 t seems, in New York 01 t7. 1'01" ,more details t see
Fox,
clin!.2.t A£lstoOl!9Z, pp. 337-351.

16The party of Thomas Jefferson 1s knOWSl both as "DeIPooratio" and "Republican" at this period.

1.1~JD,stsa. V, 155-156, citing ~ C~1e:£
. . ~:., November It, 1829. The triI ors re erred
~were t e leaders of the MasoniC Hall rebellion.
~
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success, Skidmore and MinI just missed. being elected, and. the

party's other candidates garnered an average six thousand votes
out of a possible twenty-one thousand. 18 All this was

ACCOla-

pUshed desp1 te tbe appoai tion of the othel' four groups, of
most of the 01 tyt s newspapers, and of "the 1mense banking
influence. ..

The workers' ticket would have bGen completely'

successtul, the Work1ng lin's &SI2Pite telt. 19 it it bad been
nominated but a week sooner.
An

opt1m1st1c vigor was 1n the autumn air. W1tb.1n thfl

next six months, however, two v10lent erupt10ns were to becloud

the atmosphere.

The fust shook oft Sldc:lrAore and bis agrarian

reforms, apparent17

OVer the

question of organizat1on. bUt

actuallJ' beoause of wide disagreement 1n doct:r1ne.
In order to retain author1tr 1n the bands ot the workers

themselves. Skidmore was in favor of general meetings, s1mllar

to those tirst held by the organizat1on.

An opposing ma30rlt,y

preferred a ward meeting plan, calUng for standi.nC committees

of up to twenty-five members in each of the 01ty's fourteen
wards.

From eaoh ward would come five delegates to tor.. a gen-

eral committee ot seventy members.

The latter plan promised

more orderly prooedure. but 1t was suspect in the eye.
J

V

t

18aownons, 1A!;tSlI
19Ho~

at lA99S,

It 21+0.

lan·s AdvogtSh November 1. 1829.
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Skidmore and

othe~s

tor whom democracy meant direct and aot!.e

participation 1n government.
While the original Committee of P'1:tt1 was dx-aw1ng up a
pl"ogrSll for the CCllling year, others were busy putting the ward
pl3l1 into action.

on

December 29th a lDeet1ng Called b7 the

Committee ot F1tt7 was held. with nearl,. three thousand. woX'k1ng-

men in attendanoe.

In the resul t1ng confusion, Skidmore was

shouted dOWh wi thout a. heuing. and the 1l.'lsurgent ward organ1zat10n had 1 ts wayt dissolving the Comml t tee of Fifty and repudi-

a.ting its report.

were approved.

Instead, a new address a.n.d set of resolutions

Theae placed speoial emphasis on the taot that

the \.Jorkers f.4'ere disavowing ak1dmore and b1s 1deas J *'We take

tb1s opportllni ty solemn17 to aver,

wba te'M1" may be said

to the

contra.l7 b7 ignorant or designing :1nd1vlduals, or b1assed

presses, that \"e have no desire or intentiono! d.1sturb1ng the
rights ofpropert7 1n 1nd.1vtduals, or the public.

on the con-

traI7 J we consider tho acquiring ot propertT to sotten the

asperities ot SiCkness,

or

age, and for the

~nat1t

ot our

postEtX'1t1, as one of the greatest incentives to industrY'."2O
·

_If

2O~9SnlBmt.i£1. U!stoq, V 157.

That the Skldmor1a.n

doctr1lles were ever accep ad In the tirst place was dUe to a
parliamentary ruse wbereby tbe acrar1an measures "bidden 1n a
mass of tervid democratic doctrine, were hastily approved, a

motion to have the resolutions discussed one by' one being overruled b7 Slddmore." ~., p. 12t2.

3;
A fist-shaking Skidmore, taking with him about a hundred
followers,21 established another o~ganizatian, calling 1t the
"original" working party.

Meetings were held during the \. . inter,

and in AprU a dally, the lrj,md

.Slt

~ Nr.ib~s"

appeared.

This group, though voci:f'eroU$ and bitter, vIas too small to accomplish much.

In the 1830 elections its candidateS polle4 a

tew hundred 'Votes, and attar this re'but! it 'Was never a serious
threat.

Skidmore died in August, 1832, and,as 1s the wont,

his tormer critics gathered round to say nice things, praising

him for "his fearless contention for his

~n

rights &nd the

rights of the poor ~an••22
This doctrinal d••cendant of Thomas Paine had been just

tbat-the champion of the propertyless poor.

tJ.ndoubtedly he

was Sincere, as were almost all tbe l'adiesl! oonnected with the
Worlting Ments Par't7, but he did not help the cause as he in...

tended.

In tact, labor organ1zat1on.s

tor .DltUl7 )"ears to cane

would sutter because of th.e eonnect1on of ttagrarla.n1sa tt with

their first movement.

It 1s safe to assert that, at first, the

ordinary worker did not underst&ld the full implications 01

Skidmore's position. for saner voices prevailed immediatel,.

2lFox,

122cla:A! 9l. A£istoCiL'IU.

P. );6.

22.D:!.i M9Y6lU, AUgust 18, 1832.
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afte.%' agrarian doctrine was spelled out in his pamphlet. 23

And

yet his pioneering efforts were not totally barren of tru1t, as
the subsequent career of George Henry Evans will bear out.
One radical reformer bad bean read out of the part,._

Were

all hands now going to pull together, bent on rowing the party.s

boat towards the port ot reform' Who vas going to issue orders,
were outsiders like Frances wrl.gbt and Robert Dale Owen to be
trusted with the helm?

It one were perceptive to warnings, he

could discern discontented mutterings on board ship, and gathering wisps of storm clouds on the horlzOlb

The main threat concerned reform of' the SChool sTatem.

In

the assembly ot December 29th which ousted Sk1dmore and his associates, the question ot education was disoussed.

Instead ot

advocating OWen's special system, the 'Wording of the recoanenciatlon on education. was noncommittal 1n character. merel,. requesting

that publ1c funds Itto a reasonable extentft be allotted tor

the purpose of "a regular s7S tem t1 of educa t1on. 2lt

During the

same period, the more radioal "Assoo1ation tor the Protect1an
of Indust17 and

tOl"

the Promotion of )lations! Educat1on" was

addressing a memor1al to the state Legislature, and a circular
23AUt,,:ust 18, 1829 vas the date it was oopyrighted, pub11cat10n must have t8ken place shortly thereafter.

2~1PHU W:!~gu,

V, 161.
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letter to the various trade organizations in the city.2S The

tormer, signed, it was said, by more than two thousand citizens,
urged an appropria t10n of one hundred thousand dollars for the

establishment ot a model Rational SChool somewhere 1n the center
of the state. 26

The oircu1ar letter solicited the support ot

the trade groups in denouncing the present system of day schools.
and 1ft advocattng a chain of quasi-vocational institutions ac-

cording to tbe Unes of the "state guardianship" plan.27
The one hundred thousand dollars was never forthcoming, bUt
reaction to the c1.rcu,l8l' letter, from ane quarter at least. was
prompt and 'bitter.

"[~ntlrely

visionary," was the keynote of a

heated replY trom the lew York TYPographical Society, composed

ot bothllasters and journeJ'men. but having in 1 ts membershlp, as
opponents emphasized, on!1' about one-tifth of the 01 ty' sprint....

ers. 28 They were "1ndignant" at the idea ot Fann7 wright and
Robert Owen leavlrig SCotland ttwhare thousands are da11,. groaning

l.
25These groups were fraternal and soclal organizations,
akin to medieval guilds. !here were several ot them in th$ cit,.

but the7 were never tncluded as aotive units within the political
part,.. In this respect the New York party diftered from tbe
workers' movement in Philadelphia.
26sar17 /t.. H1111s and Roy-a! E. MQnt,omery t
1~5)t p. 26.
'

(New York.

271"

Ols!ffi11!4 LfJl.52£

~rs. December 19, 1829. "state guardianship"
was &no er name tor the Owen-W'r1ght system.
2SWo!'iW H!Ats ,"vgS!atl, December 19, 1829.
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under tile yoke of severe oppression" to preach equal rights to
Ita paopleenJoying liberty in its fullest extent. u29 The Decem...
bel"

19th edition ot the Advocat! carried a protest from anether

group within the TYPographical Sooiety, critical ot the harsh
aotion of their fellows.

Later on, other fraternal societies

also indio a ted their displeasure t and prom1sed to gi va the OWen

group tail" support.
this verbal altercation, it is to be recalled, did not take
plaoe wi thin the :ring of the Work1ng Men's party t but was carried
on between an independent association and workers as individuals.
W! tb1.i:1 the party all seetiled to be going smoothlf.

DUring

Janu4r1, 1830, the General EXecut1ve Co.mmlttee gained from the
cit7.s warda its full cCIIlplement ot seventy member.,30 held
weekly meetings, discussed 1ssues, &nd appointed subcanmittees
to study the more ll1'lPQrtant problems

o:r education, impr1aom.nent

tor debt, auctions, taxation of bank stockS, and city produce
BY :Marcb all reports except one were presented to

markets.)l
.,

.

29tfew ~~'~t_Decemb$r 16, 1829, cited by commons,
H1storx9I

.,,-'0.

lOrbe jlo£kW ~ AilV:OSitl for March 20, 1830 published
the names and occupillOiis of all 1 ts members, and stated that
"it the occupations are g1 ven correctl,y 01 tne individuals them-

selves. there 1s but one of the c0IIIl1ttee who is not a working

man. If

Cited by Commons.' B1sto,l'l gt

3lJLQggest!3l% JAs tp;a, V, llt2.

LiPRl\l,

It 246.
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the gen.ral committee and adopted. 32 But the seven-man sub-

committee on education was torn by violent disagreement.

one

Henry G. GU70n bad been elected, attar a. struggle,

chairmanship of the General Executive Committee.

to

He and Boab

Cook were the leaders of a group watohing Fanny wrlghtand Owen
with wary and mistrusting eyes.

This was the insurgent taotion

which obtaLned control of the Deoember 29th meeting. barred
Thomas Sk14more, and adopted the hed81ng resolution concern1Dg
educat1on.

Qqyants position probably accounts tor the tact that

ot the sulKtommltt.e was an OWen1te, a Mr. Gl"out.

but ODe member

The SUbcommi ttee' s report was !1 ve

mOll the

in appearing t

and 10 the meantime, the subject was much discussed in the press,
espeolall7 in a new pUbl1cation, the S!l.\Sn!J,. which appeared

for the first t1me on January lOt 1830. 33

It proved a powerful

means ot keeping the divisive issue in prominence.

8cme claimed

that the "pel' was "a anere tool ot the TammSll1' taot1on, sent

into our' ranks purpose17 to betrq us ••31+ Again, 1 t was asserted
that the

~t!Ae.

had been estab11shed

by

the original founders

ot the part)" so that the1 might keep their control, and that it
received its prinoipal contributions and editorials trom the pen
I

r

3a~.

33Pancoast and Lincoln,
3lf.commons, lt1atoR

:bEt iDqoa1,lb;b1 Idead-ist,.

9! 1&S2'qr,

It 248.

p. 115.

of Robert Dale ewen. 35' The latter op1nion 1s verit1ed by Owen's

own testimony 1n the matter. "I do not cboose to appear in the

§entMlll office direotly. and therefore whatever I do must

be

done 1ndlrectly.-36

Besides the editorial agitation by Owen, there

appe~re4

1n

the March 6th edition of the WorkW 1M':» AQvoSHih! a remarkable

3'~, citing the H0JmDl SCgV1er .i!l.4. ley ~ lQ9SEE,

May 20, JJJ30.

36pancoast and Lincoln, l;~£ ;tnc2tl'ig1b,e ~e;!lst, pp.
11+-1;, 01 t1ng a lstter of OWen o. irclio!aa ' .IiP t December 12,
1830. Trist bad married the granddaughter or Thomas Jefferson
and vas prl va te secretary to Andrew JaCkson. Be and 0\T$1'l became
fa.st friends through correspondence. ct. touis Mart1n Sears,
"Some Correspondence of Robert Dale Owen," ~lSS1sS1PRi Yall~
Uistol1eal neVl~, X (Deeember, 192;), pp. ~-1~.
At
ris of unduly enlarging upon a relative17 minor
problemt a selection trom OWen's engrossing memoirs, penned tlft7
years arter the events under consideration, 1s 1nterest1ng~
u:aut the heaviest work I tmdertook was in oonnection wi th
an even1nl p~erJ called the Rew YOrk~.
1 ~~I.' commenced
in February C:SiCJ, 18)0 by a tew enterPrISIng ournermen printers, in the interest of what was oalled the work1ng )fen's Part)t.
They were disappointed in an editor whom thq bad engaged; and,
at their requestt I agreed to supply his place for a few weeks,
till they cculd :rind another. The two weeks stretched 1nto
months; and finally to more than a Teal', dur1l'lg which time I
wrote for them, on the average, upwards of a oolumn ot editorial

tne

matter dal11.

.

"This I did part17 because, after a time, I got interested
in e41torial Skirmishing and partlY to help the young tellows
in their undertaking;
charging them, nor receiving from them,
a dollar tor 'IJtf pains. I concealed m'1 name, always leaving 1'll7
article with a friend, ~. Samuel HUmphreys, and many were the
speculations as to '",no the devil 1 t was that was runn1ng the
Worldes t paper.' I wrote as one ot the industrial class.s; and
certa1JllY bad a good right so to do, considering 1:0.'1' regular
12 hours' dai17 labor."' Robert Dale OWen, "An Earnest Sowing
ot Wild oats," At1ast1c HenthJ,z', XXXIV (JUly, 187it), p. 77.

not

ltl

document, the report of the Educat10n Committee of the Philadelph1a workers' group.3? Because ot 1ts influence in the New York

situation, and since it atfords an enlightening coverage ot the
general education question, it w111 be helpful to pause. as the
subcommittee must have done, and treat the report 1n some detail.
It began

by

pointing out that Philadelphia, Lancaster, and

P1ttsburgh were the only three places in Pennsylvania in which
Even in these
scattered locales a -Very limited amount of 1nstruct1on K38 was

an:t

sort or educational systetJI. was in evidence.

afforded, and 0011 a. small. m1nori ty wore enrolled 1n the school

districts. Strictly speaking, under the provisions of the poor
law, the children of the destitute alone were eligible to attend.
Thus were excluded thousands of boys and girls whose parents
were not paupers, but who did not possess enough money to afford
the 11lX\U'1 of a pr1vate education tor them.

In man)*' cases. the

children thellselve, had to 'Work long hours, and this factor 1n

itself made their further education impossible.

Excluded also

were the children of large numbers of poor parents "whose deep
and oherished consciousness ot independence deterroines them

rather to starve the intellect ot the1r offspring, than subm1t
37~ooW!!3~tfi.stql"Zt Vt 91+-107. Several rep11es to the
ugumen as use
s report were carried in the lew York
papers during the spring and summer of 1830. Cf. llRC!IUmtm
BistoEZ, V, l07-11~.

3E1b1d. t p. 9'7 ..

to become the objects of IYnb11c charity.-39
The solution, as the documant develops, 1s that the Hotw,yl.
type ins ti tutlons championed by Robert Dale owen would be the

demooratic instrument to make the rights of the Revolution a
realIty for all. lto

Btlt It does so in a moderate and sensible

way, admitting that the dq-school system must first be develop.
ed and strengthened, that "one

Cowanite]. school, at least,

should be established in each count".,1+1 and that this be tor
older ch1ldl"en onl" instead of for youngsters of two years ot

age a.nd upwards.~2
-

l

I •

•

tt

39I'b1$it. p. 96.

40The committee felt that ignorance and loss of llber't7
went hand in hand, "The original element of despotlSJI Is a
monopo17 of talent, wh10b oonsigns the multitude to COlilparatlve
ignorance, and secures the oolance of knowledge on the side of
the rich and the rulers. If than the healtlq' existenoe of a
tree gove~ent be, as the eommittee believe, rooted in the vill
of the American people, it tollows as a necessary consequence of
a government based upon that will, that this monopo17 should be
broken up. It (1l!&9" p. 99.)

~lIb1d'f p. 103.
42j~ld. The committee,in keeping with the principle that
one canoo argue with the facts, goes CD to tell of the progress
of several such schools alrea.dy established in different section
of' the country.
Later economic studies have substantiated the claim that a
ta.m117 in the 18)Os usual17 could not subsist it onl7 one member
worked. Theretore. 1t a child were to receive an education, in
matJ.7 oases the burden of his support and maintenance would have
to be borne by some sort ot state subsidy_ The mistake of those
wbo wanted to make the plan compulsory was the assumption that
eduoation belongs pr1l1ar117 to the state and not to the taml17.
(ct. Faulkner, Amer!cM _cnomis lAstorl, p. 306.)

The pennsylvBnla workers t report Just examined was brought
to the attention of New Yorkers early in J.laroh.
~~O

For the next

months intense debate on the issue oontinued, everybody wish-

ing to improve the educatlcnal system, but differing as to how

preciselY to do so.
and

O'Neil

Moderation was not a feature ot the wright

oharacters, and their stand still called tor 'Widespread

adopt1on of the state guardiansh1p plan in its original
Finally, in the middle of Hay, the findings

ot

.for~.

the New- York sub-

committee on eduoation were made public, or to put the matter
more realistically. the threaten.1na storm broke in all its

intensit)".
Two reports

'Iller.

published, one signed by Mr. Grout, 1%1

lavor of the state guardianship scheme, and another by his six
confreres, dEJnounc!ng his report.

His was said to be but a

comp11ationof editor1als frOln the Jen ot Robert ()'Y.len.1+3
stubborn views and a vivid style shone out.

Indeed,

The ,maJority reply

was brief and to the point, reco_ending that the Jldnorlt7 re-

port be rejacted. 1t4 It condemned Uany attempt to palm upon an'I'
man, or set of men, the peouliar doctrines of infidelity,
, t

agrar1anism, or sectarian pr1nc1plest~; and promised to strive

to develop a plan "that shall leave to the father and the affectionate mother the enjoJment of the soc1etl ot their offs pr1n& ••If.6

low, matters moved rap1dlJ.

A meeting held on

May

21st

shows clearly that the workers were growing up in the game of
politics,

It appears that Cook, GWen, and their associates

called a quick session of the General Executive Committee. at
any rate, only fortT-seven members were present instead of the

fUll seventy.

The vote Itoad twenty-live to twenty against the

m1nor1t1' report of Grout, and it was rejected wlthGut a reading.
This sudden turn of events was not accepted without vigorous
protest, to

sure, and the ed1torlal fur flew as each taotion
clawed the other.it7 A formal compla1nt was circulated and a
be

meeting demanded for the evening of Ma1 26th, at e1ght o'clock.
Than c8lIle the second pieoe of polt tical ch!cane17, apparent17

perpetrated this time by the Owen group.

Handbills appeared

OD.

the 25th, calling the meet1n& for tbe next night at se;up,

It'lb.W.,

p. 176.

lt6'Q1d.,
47A "lt1sto17 ot the UDm,asking tf of the Cook faction appeared
in the 'HSrk1g.g Han· sAdv~m t! :ror May 29th. The Eree .Uirt£
offered oormnent on J\iie ;
with "Plots and Plotter_t n
"F.W."
(FanrlJ wright). ct. Commons, B,1stoa;.2!: HlboW. I. 2;1+, 256.

o'clock, instead of' the hour of eight as previously announced. 48
So web dust "las raised on that memorable evening that the
facts are lost in the olouds.

What probab17 happened is that

the Owen group arrived in force and got things under way at

seven o'clock, selecting their own secretaries, and as chair.man
electing Ebenezer Ford, the successful candidate trom the prev1OUS

election.

Mr.

orout read bis report amid general approval.

Resolutions were enthusiasticall7 seconded, denouncing in measured pbrases the tactics of' the opposItion at the May 21st committee meet1ng.

\>Jhen no fUl"ther business was brought forward,

the gathering adjourned.
Meanwhile, a crowd estimated at three or four thousand had
gathered for the eight otclock meeting.

There must have been a.

great deal of confus1on and even some physical violence before
Guyon

gained the ehalr, thou.gh the il9Ym!1: claimed that tttbe

friends oiorder and of Mr.

~on

were at least 20 to one of the

A,rar1an taotion and foreign radicals and tanat1os.~9 At any
rate, Mr. Quy<m, 'twno was approved as the cha1rman b1 at least
lt8Charges and countercharges 'Were l11lrled t . but since the
tdvog!te and the i e n t . also car.ried the nonoe, one 1s led

o suspect that tee ange originated with the state guardianIndeed, tha1 were the
ones to pror1t by the move.
Ship people! editors of these organs.

g

e

ev

lt9commons, i.1s~2a .it

I, 256, citing the ra!;beo~
ta of Mathew car.,-, te P ladelpbia Ousinessman, XV,
he ollp1ng 1s not labeled in Carey's scrapbook, but
en 11 Is from ~he ,ew York l0urnal. cr. footnote ;1 below.

f:;bqlftt

one thousand voices,.50 presided over a session which passed
without opposition resolutions of its own, denouncing the radical reformers and approving a more moderate change in the educational system. 51

It is higbl1 improbable that anyone was rash enough to con-

sider reconciliat1on after the attempted pOUR d'!tat.

The

personality clashes were too bitter and the doctrinal differences
too basic tor such a fortunate return to unity_

Instead, the

editorial artillery was rolled into position and the front lines
more clearly marked.
the ~

The

S!Qt+B~.t

tbe

Ad~ocat~t

and, of course,

b u1 m were trumpets of the owen-wr1ght doctrine, 52

while the I!taiD£

i9BER~

championed the opposition cause.

Both

claimed to be representing the "original" workingmen,53 and in
l.

5~orki~ r~ts AdvqcatJ, May 29, 1830.

Cf. footnote 51.

51ThG}r1lne reason for factual haziness is tnctt no copies
of the tye~!l£ 10urnal are to be found inta.ct, and references to
1 t and details of the evening' s ba.ppenings are taken from the
Sentinel and the A4voSlt!, both decidedly biased.
52500n atter the split there was a consolidat1on of the
first two papers. The ~ - . 1
e was the day by day edition,
and. the lew IOSk §.esttn~· r.
}IS' s M'!oca te the weekly,
reprinting mue or a1 of ItS ms. er a1 from the
Evans
remained one ot the editors in the new arrangement. (ct. Commcm,
2t.
I, 259, fo.otnote, and Pancoast and Lincoln,
e ~orr~ ___ Idealist, p. 115.)

iitm

aw'

aar17.

53noctrinal17, Cook and company appear to have the better
of the claim t but the faet remains that the t~~~ had prev1ously opposed the workingmen's ,lattl);ftD, and i:t . not endorse the
new party until after its display of power in the fall elections
of 1829.

47
keeping t.;ith the claim,two separate and complete General Ex-

ecutive Committees were soon in operation.
That the divorce was tinal is evidenced by the activity ot
the two groups during the month ot June.

Each held separate

sessions, the Cook taction being so mistrusting as to have a
check-list at the door, to make sure that only invited guests
attended.51t- Atter a defense of the1.r action and a damning ot the
inf1del oPPosition, theY' solemnl.7 attlrmed that they would

"hereafter bold no pol! tical connexion with those of the Com·...
mittse who still continue to advocate state Quardianship, or a
Community of Education, as paramount to all other considera-

tions.""
The rivals assembled shortly thereafter, defending and
denouncing in their turn.

strange to rolate, hO\llover t they

were rather meek in voicing their educational opinions, merelY
advocating tax-supported public schools.

Perhaps there was some

tardy regret at their own. unoompromising stand, and, together
with a group from one of the wards, they had come to think It

"unwise and inexpedient to enter so much into deta1l on this
subject as to create d1sser.aa1on in our ranks ...

~or~ Mae's ~~Qeate, JUne 16, 1830.
"Commons, ;&ii $ tO~l .2l. lAbom:, It 257.

56wor~ M~'s A9v~~~te, June 5, 1830.

,6

SUch qualms

of conscience were laudable, if s1ncer$, but it was too late to
regret lighting the fuse atter

the bOlnb

he,d exploded.

July brought a test of strength, as both faetions selected

cruldidates in a special election to fill a vacant aldermants
seat.

The

i2~

group won, their man baving over seven hun-

dred votes, as compared to about f'our hundred and tifty tor the
other.

But even the losing taction won more votes than tbe

united party had polled in the district the previous fall. 57
The laborers were far from losing heart as the fall elections
hove 1n sight.

Prom the oPPosition's point of

Vi~A,

ttworkey!sm tt was growing more formidable dai11.58

in fact,

In such an

atm.osphere "the aristocratic orders of society" could be expected to make careful oalculations concerning the city and
state elections of 1830•
•

5'7commons, lftst9r• .9L L:5\boi' I, 259. The accusation that
Cook's Nortb AmerIcan 7 0 tel par:y, so ealled because the crucial
May 21st meeting was held there, nad sought collaboration in
this elect10n with anti-Tammany forces 1s probably true, Judging
from future d.evelopments.

5BFox, ~Cl1n" 9l.. A£ist~91t p. 3,6. Sufficient cause
tor apprehenson oan be Seen ram the fol10W'ing incident: when
the oommon council planned to celebrate Evacuation Day in New
York City, the workingmen decided to parade in bonor of tbe
recently-reported JUly Revolution in Paris. It was with reluctance that the original planners consented to a combination
pageant. (IbiS" Pi. 356-357. )

CHAPTER IV
RETREAT AND RF'Al,IGRMENTS

Tho captlvating drama being enacted in Nair} York City was
playing to a large audience.

Many were the interested onlookers

in cities, towns, and villages up and down the state, since

several organizations of tl:tarmers, mechanics and 'Workingmen tf had
sprung into being in imitation of the Working Men's party.
Starting with the laborers of Albany in February, 1830, meetings

were· convened at Troy, Kingsbury, LansingbUl'gh, Hartford, Saratoga and Glens Falls, along the Mohawk at Schenectady and Utica,
at Auburn and Salina (Syracuse), and in the western counties at
Palmyra, Canandaigua, Ithaca, Geneva, Rochester, BataVia, and
Buffalo. 1 Som,~ of the groups selected candidates for local
elections 1n the spring of 1830, and their frequent initial
succeSSeS seemed like a morning star of promise.
When the bomb burs t upon the' New York Ci t7 scene in May,
the general reaction from other sections of the state favored
the North American Hotel taction.

The

Hecbanlc~!

ll!! press of

Philadelphia, after urging "our friends in"New York to forebear

l,ox, Decline of A,ris~oCraql, p. 356.
1t-9

wi th eaCh other a U ttle while, and al.l v111 be well w1 th them, tt2
closed ranks under the banner of state ruard1ansb1p.
B!U!ibl~Q.S\

The Genesee

was also stronglY' in tavor of the plan, due to 1ts

edt tor t a search1ng t bard-hi tt1ng. entms1ast1c ex-m1n1s tel' by
the name ot Orestes A. BrC'WllSon. 3 Elsewhere, however, the names

of Wright and
bOna

~en S'WU1lg

tide workers.

groups towards wha.t they considered the

Typ1cal. was a w0rd7 but forcetul resolution

oOlling trom Troy. "Resolved, tba t we :regard with unqualified approbation the conduct ot the l!:XeCutlve Coam;d-ttee ot lew 'fork, 1n
preventing the insidious circulat10n ot the Visionary and wicked
principles of Owen and his abettors. under the colors of the

tanners, meCha.n1cl and

W'Ol"ldng

men, and thus protecting them

trOll the cd1_ of entel"ta1ning sentiments, and 1ntendlng to

prosecute obJects which thG1 abbor.~
Tb1s choosing of s1des in the c1 ty dispute

OCClll'"X"ed

atter

~C1!' D:.t.l PJ:el~, May 29, 18)0.

his ~~Slcl:o~J afl~'tH: "l~. 2~; g~~::r: ~;:a= ~c-

ollection of the Brownson 01' those days, "orestes A. Brownson,
well known since, • • • was agent and corresponding editor of
our paper tor su months (from Bovember 1829 to Ma1' 1630), but
he sent us onl, two or three articles.' In one of these he thus
define. b1s creede 'I _ no longer to appear as the advooateot
arl7 sect nor of 8Jl.'1 rellg10us 1'8.1 ttL • • • 81dding adieu to the
regions where the relig1on1st must ramble, ca.sting aside the
speculations w1th which he must amuse himself, I wish to be
simpl1 an observer of nature tor my creed, and. benefactor of rq
brethren for UJ7 rellg10D..' (Fre. Enquirer, vol. 1i, p. 38). n
~orMB& Han's Advocatg, JUne l2, 18)0.
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plans tor action on a statc-i-li,le frent had already been inaugurated.

In April, the

G.en.ti~el,

Dll,l

therefore O\l!en himself, had

suggosted nominating candIdates for sta.te offices.
ally, the

Ao.voc~~~h

seconded

the

Its olose

moticn,"not so much en aecount

of the prospect of electing [Our candidate!} • • • as for the
facility it "lould afford us of disseminating a correct knowledge

of the principles upon which the working men have organ1sed
throughout the state. H; Little did Evans, or OWen, foresee at
the time that the fJdisseminatinf a correct knowledge tl would result 10 their own censure and expulsion from the labor movement.
In April. too, an insurgent action by the Alba.ny fffanners,

mechanics and workingmen, and those friendly to their interests"
emphasized the advIsability of officIal, united action.

Meeting

10 the capitol building, they nominated General Erastus Root tor
the post ot governor, and d1rected that other workers' organizations 1n the state be informed ot their move 50 that a lieutenantgovernor could also be selacted. 6 Oomrr1ants ran the gamut trom
"ratber premature"? to HS matter of aston1shment. u8
t

•

April 17, 1830.
1830, cited by
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Motives for this action are difficult to discern through
the haze of the years.

Root vtas a rather strango choice since

he had long been allied with the ltAlbany Regency," though a man
wont "to take up the battle in his gay and taunting way for all

revolutionary theories of politics or of religion. tt9 Perhaps
the fact that he was showing signs of revolt from those pol! ticlans against whom the workers were also reacting explains their
decision.

It 1s more than probable that. General Root'S friends

encouraged the idea, if they did not inaugurate it.

After the

Albany group nominated him, a more general gathering of 'Workers
wculd be led to second their selection, and subsequently the

regular Democratic party might be constrained to choose him as
its candldate. lO
Whatever the motives behind Root's nomination, the Adlocate
returned to announCe that every labor paper in the state was 1n
favor of a gubernatorial convention. l1 The pla,ce finally decided upon was upstate syracuse (Salina) and the time, late
August. 12 The resulting assembly an August 25th was impressive,

9Fox, tmeline 9l. Aristocracy" p. 240.

leThe Cook faction, whioh appaared to favor the Boot nomination, entertained the notion of sending a workingmen's delegati
to c&.Ii4p;a1gn for h1.m at the regular Democratic convention. (wor!s~ H!D'sAdvpeat!, June 30, 1830.)
111b1d" May 1, 1830.
l21bid., July 28, 1830.

5'3
as

delegates from thirteen oounties n:at in the

sevo~ty-eight

Court House for the first state-wide convention which workingmen
as a separate group ever held. l3
Who represented the uorkers ot New York C1 tTl

In those

days of eager reform, one may be sure that neither of the
warring factions would. miss the opportunity of joining with

their tellows throughout the state.

Doth groups sent a full

representation, and one of the first and most difficult tasks
of the convention was to determine which of the
sbould be seated.

de~egatians

The ed1torial oomment of May prc:ved a tail'

harbinger of the mind ot the August assembly_

To deoide the

issue, a committee was chosen "tram the coUhtr,r delegates"; it
voted in

of the Cook taction, and the more radioa,l element

favo~

"retired in a body."l~
After the convention had held ott "with horror, the advanCes of the infidel or agrarian party, ..15 1 t proceeded smooth-

17 "11th the matter at hand.

General Root rece1ved the nominatim

as governor, and another military man, Nathaniel Pitcher, was

selected as his
"

~g

mate.

The correct observation seams to

..

13commons, Ulstorl ~ Jdabow;, I, 265.

l~tQr~ ~'$ Advocat2, September 4, 1830.

15commonll.

rs

to~ !2t. LaReW.

I,

266.

farmers'.
'+, 1830.

01 t1ng tile

He,chan1cs' snS ~:rk1ii=s',s Ad!9~tSh September

be that "in the minds of its framers, the movement was primarl17
a revel t of Democrats agains t the element then in oontrol of the
Democratic party--the so-called fRegency .. 1ttl.6

This was scarcely

the intention of the hard core of radical veterans among tbe
\tJQrl~ers.

Heo~o.s '. ~ Ere$,~,

The

example, voioed its

de~p

down 1n philadelphia, for

disappointment that the delegates

"shc,uld be so oompletely party ridden as to nominate such
hacl~ed

thorough going

[s10J politic1ans as General Root and

Nathuniel Pitober. n1 7
After the promising preliminaries, these babes in the woods
of party polities suffered a bitter blow.

For Root did not re-

ceive the r;agular Democratic nomination. and sinoe he never
formally accepted that of the worker" be announced, Just a

few weeks before the election, that he was not to be considered
a candidate for publio ottice. iS
gove.rnor-and men newly blessed

It they intended to vote for a

\<J'i th

the franchise are not wont

to throw the privilege thoughtlessly aside..... the workers 'Would be
forced to vote for a

ak~

nominated by another group.

one possible choice was that of the ieg;1nel taction's
candidates

state offices.

fOl'

This group, hav1ng been barred

I'.

16~b1d"

pp. 265-266.

17M~C~cs 1 ~ Eras,s, Septerr:ber 4, 1830.

18COIrJnons, U1storl .2.i L£!,.boBt, I, 266.
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from the Salina convention, convened separately and selected tor
governor a leather manufacturer from Auburn, Ezekiel Williams,
and Isaac S. Smith, a BUffalo merchant, as lieutenant-governor,l
in addition to candidates tor Congress.

The other state and

national tickets in the running were entered b.1 the Demoorats,
the Anti-Masons, and the agrarian workingmen. 20
In New York Oity the pioture was slightl7' altered.

Here,

local tickets were oftered by all three sections of the old
Working Ments party; the TammaJl1 braves, to be sure, appointed

107&1 candidates for all city posts, bUt the Anti ....Mas0n8, not
being a power 1n the city, did not otter a panel of candidates.

"Divide and conquer" was sage miUtar7 ad"f'lce 1n the days
of the Roman Empire.

That the same tactics were 1n operation

in the New York election of 1830 should be obvious.

BY capital-

Izing on internal strite among the workers, b.Y coaxing their
parties into talse moves, and by danglint tempting bait before
theIr eyes, Tammany Hall in the city, and the Regency 1n the

state,bested tbe workers· oandidates and everybody else in
19SChleSlnger,

Jr.,

Ai! g! :la,qks9D:, p. 181+.

ths.t ~Oia:oM.Sc~i~:l! ~~~ :~~!:~:rJ;~ i:~t.~:~O~f~h

thanks.

2lcommons t 1I1 stor z !d.. IA2smt, I, 261.

,6
the field. 22

CertainlY the laborers were outsmarted when the
Regency did not nominate Root for governor. 23 Tammany, teo,

was firm-tooted now that its shrewd leaders bad had several
months to study the revolt--tbe workers could not depend on the
element of surprise which ba.d gained them so much in 1829.

Old

party politicians kept pointing cut that a lien law had beGD.
passed by their maJority in the legislature, and 1n chorus with
the workers they demanded a "return to specie money in place of
paper rags.u2'+ These were the tactics before the election; after
it, the same newspaper rejoiced because

tt~rar1an1sm

in New York

1s now dead, gone, buried. and transported back to England where

1 t orlg1nated," and boasted that "antl...Mas01l17 and workeyism •••
htSl.'ve been utterly prostrated, together with all the unprincipled

partisans of Clay.u25
Such an exultant outburst 10 the first flush of victory

was timely, but not tctal1y true.
,

t 1

,

For FanD7 Wright, though

n ,

22l.b1J1•• p. 268 [;lves the vete of New York City for state
offlces:-?Or governor--Regeney, lOli6~1 Anti-Masonic, '1838;
§Nl~lne. faction, 1,959; Agrarian
. eutenant-e,overnol", 18. The
average vote for candidates for city assemb17' ~ammanrt 10,551;

JOHlD? faction, 7,313;

§ent1na~,

2,220; Agrarian, 131.

~ThrooP "Was renominated tor the office. He had become
act1nggovernor 'V-Jben Van BUren rosigned to go to Washington as
Andrew Jackson's Secretary of state.

Cited~~O%llI~rtJ:r.l!a.,~'
2'xbid., November 8, 1830.

8

October 9. 1 30,

significantly away in Europe,26 was still busy stirring up
fires of discontents
What distinguishes the present trom every other
struggle in whioh the human race has been engaged, is
that the present Is, evidently, openly and acknowledgedly,
a war of class, and that this var is universal. It is
no longer nation pitched against nation for the good
pleasure and sport of Kings and great Captains, nor sect
cutting the tb;roats and roasting the cal'casses of sect
for the glory of God and satisfaotion of priests, nor 1s
it ane ar.my butchering another to promote the fortunes of
their leaders • • • • No; it is now every where the oppressed millions who are making common cause against
oppression; it Is the ridden people of the earth who are
struggling to throw trom their backs the "booted and
spurred" riders whose legitimate title to starve as well
as to work them to death will no longer pass currentl
it 1s labor rising up against idleness, industry ~~a net
mone7, justice against law and against privilege. 7
1'hus did a dramaUc V.1ss wright vim-I the scene.

balanced if

over~

optimistic evaluat10n

or

December from the pen of George Henry Evans.

A more

prospects came in
He observed that

1J.aJl7 of the reforms demanded by the workingmen were now acknowl-

edged as just and reasonable by former opponents, and the promise

or future gains was quite encouraging.

He concluded w1th th1s

sUl'pr1sing statement: "Whether these measure. are carried b7 the
torma t:1on ot a new party, by the ratom of an old one, or by the
2~:iss Wright was living in New York Cl ty for but a. few
months during this period, a detail which shall be treated more
f'Ul17 in the next chapter.
211i:§!! ~rll, ''The People at War," .November 27, 1830,
cited 1n poc,tUniQtary R1itorZ" V, 180-181.
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abolishment of party a1togethor, 1s of comparative unimportance. tt28
Here vas the important insight.
rage lifted, and here and there

vOHed

trenches crwe out to join hands.
becoming less clearly defined.

Slowly the editorial barenemies 1n the frent

The lines of difference were
For a period, the units of the

working party did go through the motions of nomination and
campaign, the

ioy;pa~

people, 1n fact, electing several of their

candidates in the local spring elections of 1831.

But even this

was accomplished chiefly b,y an alliance with discontented opponents of Tammany Hall, Just as, most probably, had been their
previous success.

For example, m.a.ny followers of Henry Clar

joined this faction of workingmen 1n an attempt to keep them
independent ot Jackson's party. and they preaohed the benefIts
to laborers of a h1gh protective tariff.

Thus the impression

grew that the thickness of a pay envelope was directly proportional to the height of the tariff wall and the success ot Clay's
American System.

It was the resulting alliance of Clay Working-

men in New York City in 1830

eleeted National Republicans
who were sympathetio to the requests of the workers. 29
\\rh1ah

The other two segments of the party did not propose peace

28"azor1d:Bi J:1fm.' ~ M'!oca t~ , December 11, 1830.
29FOX, :Q,QCJJ.ae

.2l &l1stocrap:, p. 358.
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So soon.

They h..:'1d candidates in the fall electic:ns of

1831,

though many cf them were also on the tiekets of the major parties.Of these who were not, the

~eDt;n21'smen

gained less

than a thousrmd votes of approval, and the agrarian die-hards

less than a hundred,,30

The end had come.

\11th1n the ranks there

remained but a handful, for a reason not difficult to discover.
By

the fall of 1832, the previously acrimonious )lgrw?,Z 11M's

Advoca~e,

a sur3 barometer of workers' feelings, was advising

them to cast. their ballot for

~W

Hall '.s Congressional can-

didates since they were "all opposed to the United States
and were "n.;uch more tavorable tQ

th~

Bank,"

measUI'SS of the working

men than their opponents."3l
The state!nent was objectively true.

Up in Alba.,ny the

Democratic majority had reformed the militia system after a

faShion, and abolished the debtors' prisons, and in the city
1 tsel.f some improvements in laborers' liens had been leg1s-

lated. 32 The most telling move, however, had been the alertness
of the braves to cap! tal1ze on the \1orkers t deep desire for
currency reform.

"Gat the Work1es to he up and doing on the

U[nite4J S )];ates] B(inkJ question," Cambreleng wrote to a

30 commons , Gstoll 2t L!Qour. It 269.
311i2l"kins Hm'~ Advog!tft, November 3, 1832.
32schles1nger, Jr'., Ai! .2! lacksoq, p. 184-.
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TamtrJany leader early in 1832, and added accurately, "They are

democrats in principle."33
The issue ot banlt ratom had been one of the major consid-

eratians 10 the original platform of the workers' party, it will
be recallnd.

That 1 t had never canpletely fallen into the baCk....

ground 1s evident from such editorial remarks as the following
from Fanny wright, who apologized.

tt

[bJ ry

or not, this 1s a sub-

Ject wh1ch the Workingmen must take up and examine.

(We have

hitherto abstSined from canvassing this matter at all because
we thought the subject of PUblic Education much more impor-

tant).u34 B,y the nat10nal elections ot 1832 this reform measure
ccaplete17 eclipsed the education question.

toTal. t,-35 to Sir

Andrew Jackson .in his joust1ng wi ththe bank dragon ot Chestnut

street led the workers back into the stronghold fram which they

..
3lX~~q., citing a letter ct cambreleng to Jesse Hoyt,
February-O;-l832. The civic pride of native New Yorkers was a
subtle added motive in their antagonism to B1ddle's Philadelphia

bank.

3~ ln9,p.~rlJ:, September 25, 1830.
35'JaCkson was the workingmen's hero 1>7 this tae, but Me
rU1'.Ul1rl.g-mate of Regenq tame, Marta Van BUren, was not. Bather
than risk Jackson' s chances., they voted tor Van :BUren too. but
wished tbe7 d1d not have to do'so. (Ct. forJs~s,~ Ad!S!catJh
November 3, 1832). Though he bad constan Iy livorea-popliIar
meaSllr$S during his public 11te, and stood with the common people
during the Bank war, Van Buren was never popUlar wi th the ordinary citizen. Cf. Sohlesinger, Jr •. , .A&! SfJ. JacksOJl, pp. lt7-50 tor
a character sketch of "the Red FOX, It who "1"o'-1ed to his object
with muffled oars."
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had departed.

For the moment a.t least, other matters of d1ffer-

ence took an a trifling appearance.
Such an atmosphere of enthusiasm did not endure for long,
however.

1

Not aU 1n the laboring group were won to complete au

port of the party Une t and subsequent indifference on the part
of Tammt3JlY sent them

ott once again

on their

own.

A detailed

p1cture of events would not be to tbe purpose of this study, bUt
a brief summation of events between 1833 and 1837 would help to

place the organization ot 1829-31 1n proper perspective.

Though

the earUer Working Hen's part7 was political in purpose, the

later groupings had an eoatl.Of.tl1c objective.

Bere too circum-

stances conspired to force action into the political theater

before the curtain closed 1n the tragic panic year of 1831.
The common man had bad his wq, applauding loud17 as the

hated Biddle Bank was cast into exterior darkness.
however did the situat1an oall tor reJoicing.

Not tor lang

Wildcat banking,

and, mth it, an increasing eoOllOll1c insecur1t7 became the rule.
Prices mounted, the cost of living soare4, and once again those

without property had to unite for mutual assistance.

In the

spring ot 1833 the carpenters 1n Hew York City struck for higher
wa.ae8,36 supported in their efforts b7 other trades 1n the 01 t7.

-.
36The1r deand was for an increase otf'rom $1.37i- to $1.;0

a day. f1pical cf' a season of 1ntlat1cn, their wage increases
were always shor\ of' cost dellllaMs. In March, 1836 they were
asld,n,g for $1.7; per da1 and short17 thereafter tor $2.00.
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After a successful struggle, the "Typographical Assoc1atic:n of

New York" suggested that a more permanent organization be formed.
ready at band w1th fraternal support and financial aid whenever
an indiv1dual trade was torced to "tum out."

In such a :manner

did the General trades. Union ot New York City come to birth.
That it was strong is obvious from the periodic literature
the 487-

ot

In December, 1833, twenty-one soc1eties and about four

thousand persons were represented ·1n a parade, and at the first
anniversary celebration the procession was a mile and a halt

long.3? Tammany, always QuiCk to cap! tallze on potential power
at the polls, nominated the president of the group, Ely Moore,

as its own candidate for the House of Representatives, and, as

the first na tiona]. spokesman for labor, he served erad! tabl,. two
terms. 38
31~ocumeD~ Bist9tl. V, 203-~.

38A. M. SChleSingerl Jr. (~Sl! JackS~, p. 192) describes
Moore as tollows. "A salow, restIess Dl8l'l,th keen. nervous
eyes and long blaCk hair brushed back trom his torehead, well
dressed, often oarrying a heavy ivory-headed cane, he enjoyed a
tremcmdous repute. tlon for eloquence. tf Indeed he seems to have
given the gallery a tew memorable In.Ol1lents. on one oc~a81on
(April 28, 1836) he rose from a sickbed to defend theun10n
movement. In the middle of a vibrant address he went white,
staggered and fainted away.
on october 13, 1837 he broke down again and had to be carried home and bled, this time after an outburst against northern

Whigs.

John Quinq Adams was inspired to remark: ttlt his

strength were equal to his wl11, he would be a very dangerous
man. As it is, he is a ve.,., unsafe one." (ct. Schlesinger, AI!
.2! t!lclss9B. pp. 196-197, 21+7.)
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In general the group svught to eschew politics, not wanting

to repeat the mistakes of 1829 with 1ts harrcwing crieso!
Itagrarianism" and "infidelIty. tt

The trades' main purpose was to

support one another during strikes, and their goals had the same
economic cast: hours of labor, wages, prices, paper money,
pUblic (government) employment, factory legislation, the competition of \loman, prison competi tlon,

and

freedom of the public

lands. 39 Attar a period of experimentation they were forced to
the conclusion that striking tor an increase of wages only added

to the upward cycle of inflation.

The carpenters' strikes were

a particular case in P01nt.~ and the commodity price listings
in the l!D1te4, t},tates J1naBc,i bRort were another obvious indica.-

tlon.1+1 \d.th its treasury depleted, the General Trades' union

_V, 33. organization dId not remain
ocaI eve,:tor Ii JUly, la3it., the General Trades' tJn10n

3~oum,ta~ HiS'\0Fn'

on the

ot New York was 1nS trumental in torm:1iJ.g a Be. tiona! Trades' Union,
s. structural17 weak confederation, since its component parts were
based Dot on a business.t bUt on a geographical un! t7. Ot..~
11S!0rz, VI, 19~-308 for details. By 1837 the movement

mlQt@il
seem . to

gatherl.ng toree but 1t was impossible for it to
survive the year of the great panic, and the subsequent hard
times.

~Cf. tootnote #36, this chapter.

Jr.,

l+lSchleSlnge! 1
W. p~ Jackson, p. 218 l1sts the following: "Flour, Wl'l.lch bad soldat $;.~ a barrel in March, 1835,

rose to $7.75 1n March, 18361 and $12 1n March, 1837. pork
climbed trom $10 in March, 1tl35! to $16.25 a year later and to
$18.25 in March, 1837. The who esale price of' ooal mounted trom
$6 a ton in January, 1835, to $10.50 in Janua.ry, 1837 and rents
increased proportionatel,._ ft ct. also R9cummtary Uis oa, V,
31 tor a similar list.

t

was contemplating recourse to a cooperative movement,~2 when the
courts of justice removed the decision trom its bands.
The first legal jolt to strike-tactics came in 1835 at
-Geneva in ontario County, where Chief Justice Savage of the state

Supreme Court ruled a union of journe1lnen shoemakers a conspiracy
to injure others.

ttlt Journeymen boot makers," he said, "b7

extravagant demands for wages, so enhance the price

(if

boots

made in gSjVi, tor instance. '"bat boots made elsewhere, in

AlARum, tor exatlple, can

be sold cheaper, is not

such an act

inJurious to trade? • • • It is important to tile best interests

ot sooiety that the price of labor be left to regulate itself •

• • • Competition is the life of tra.de • ..q.3
Such a precedent was the death-knell. A tew months later a
group of masters in New Yorlt City combined to make a test of a
tailors' strike.

In January, 1836, twenty tailors were arrested.,

1ndicted, convicted, and forced to pay a fine totaling $ll50.~
Judge Edwards presided over the case, and rea.ction toward him and
his decision was prompt and pronounced.

In 3une, before the dq

of sentence, handbills headed by the rude drawing of a cottin
1t-2Rg CUlnmt m

lfa.s£on,

V, 3~.

1t-3sChleS1nger. t
W. ~S9D, p. 19lf.. or. also
Commons, H1ltQU .QI LiboV, I J
. '1, and Fox ~cU.qe s4.
M&st2cD9.1. p. 391, for legal aspects of the trSi.

Jr.,

ltltschleSinger, Jr., AU. 9.l stacksos, p. 195.

were distributed, their contents bitter and outspokenl
Mechanics and workingmenJ a deadly blow has been struck
at your Ubertyl The prize for which your fathers fought
has been robbed from you' ••• ~ienty of your brethren
have been found guilty for presuming to resist a reduction
of their wage.' ••• On Monday, J'urle 6, 1836, these Freeman
are to receive their sentence, to gratify the hellish appetites of the Aristocracy' on Monday, the Liberty ot the
Workingmen will be interred! JUdge Edwards is to chant
the Requiem' 001 Gol GOI every Freeman, every Workingman,
and bear the hollow and the melancholy sound of the earth
an the Coffin of Equality, Let the Court-room, the Cityhall-yea, the whole park, be tilled with Mourners, But
rememberl otter no v101ence to Judge Edwardsl Bend meekl y,
and rece va the chains wherewith you are to be boPQdl
Keep the peace' Above all things keep the peacel~'
Urged on

by

such inflammatory literature and by the fiery

backing of William CUllen Byrant and his

~

fost, no less

than 2'1.000 persons assembled for a mass meeting in the park
batore City Hall on June l3th.46 It was here that the current
wa.s directed once again into politica.l channels •. The assembly
determined to form a "separate and distinct party, around which
the laboring classes and their friends can rally with canfldence.~7 and a state convention was ca.lled for September in
Utica.

At Utica in the fall an alliance was effected with the

"";P.2cumentarl J!lst,o!'Z, V, 317-318.

1t6commons , mstoD: of L!boHl, I, 410-411, oi tlng the

~en1QS

E2!i,

I'+, 183"6.
lt7axemaa .fW, June Ilt-, 1836, cited
June

AE1stger!cx, p. 392.

by Fox, 12tCIADs

S?t
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Loco Foco party; a faction of Democratic malcontents for whom
Tammany Hall was not radloe,1 enough.

merely a

It

Loco Fecos demanded not

jUdicious opposition to Whlg monopoly, J+8 but a total

dedication tc the fight against the

bankS,1.t-9 since, to their

view, all prosperity whiclr. resulted from the institution of
banking \'1as but "the bloom on the cheek of consu~ption. ,,;0
v!hen, at a nominatine meeting in October, 1835, the anti-banking

faction could not

be

silenced, nan ancient and honorable formula

for quelling mu~ at Tammany-51 was employed, the gas lights
'Were turned out.

The

ne't<l

friction-matches of the day, ca.lled

"locotocoa," came to the rescue, and with them

car::H~

a name,

first uttered in deriSion, but later accepted as indicative of
humble origins. 52
The combination

of disoontented Democrats and disappointed

ltSschleslnger, Jr., IJJ!.!!J. ~ laqksog, p. 190.

~The conservative group of the Democrats then in control
d1d not have a. happy record in th1s regard. For example: nAn
1nvestigatlcn 1n 1633 shmved how the founders ot the Seventh
Ward Bank bad distributed thousands of shares among over 100
state and city officials, ineludingeverl Tammany senator."
(Commons t lIis tr,o;r.x 2t ~ t I, 1+61).
~cumeDtarz &stmt V, 50.
;.J.sehlesinger, Jr. t Ai&§.

9t lMkS 9D,

p. 191.

;2Jbjd., p. 198, nThe Founder of Christianity was born in
a manger, said the historian of the party; "and it is perfect17 1n character that the pr1nciples ot chrl.stian democrac7
should be proclaimed 1n such bumble places a.s the Military and
C1vic Hotel."
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working men which formed the new party, the Friends of Equal
Rights,5) held lines for two elections.

In the fall of

18)6 on

the local front, \-,hanover the party combined ",1 th the \f1higs in
backing candidates, it "cut deeply into the Tammany stronghold."
In the presidential campaign, it backed Martin Van Buren with
some reluctance,55 althoUgh it was loud in praise of his Vicepresident, the supposed killer of Tecumseh 1n the ~ar of 1812,
Colonel Richerd M. Johnson of KentuCky.56 It 1s most interesting
to note that Robert Dale Owen had become a conventional Democrat
by this time, and

that "Fanny wright began a long lecture tour

53It is notable tha t this was the name of Thomas Slddmore t s
net-1s paper founded after the split in 1829. Alexander Hing,
son of Skl dmore f s close al17, was important in the new councils.

Jr.,

5'tcommons, His torr .2!: Ie bom:, I, 463.

";pox, l}t!cline 9L A!':1stocra9l, p. 39lt-.
%:Besides being a military hero, Johnson 1n the Senate had
attacked the SUpreme Court, debtors' priSons, and speculations
1npublle lands. His outstanding perfomanCB, as t"er as the
workingmen ""ere ooncerned, was his defense of the sunday mails
against the indignant deolarations of New England ministers and
other representatives of uprlestcratt." "If a solemn act of
legislation shall in one point define the God or point out to
the citizen one religious dutY it may with equal propriety defina every part of di~1ne reve l at1en and enforce every religious
obligation, even to the forms and ceremonies of worship, the
endOWlllent of the church, and the support of the clergy. If (Blan,
ed., Social Iheorle,s gf laCks~f~oCta21' uSunday Observance
and tne RaIl. tEe Report of t
tee on Post-offices and
Post-Roads of the United states Senate, January, 1829," p. 277).
Such sentiments, so akin to the Wright-OVal Viewpoint, made
Johnson a valu~d al.ly. ttl know of no man whom I believe more
likely to unite the votes of the Mechanics than Col. Johnson,"
was OWen's comment 111 the l!:!! &lQUirH. (SchleSinger, Jr.,
AJ!,S. S1l. lacltsop., p. 1'+0)"

68
in May, 1836, to explain the 11rgeney of the election.

In New

. York she tried to end the Lceofoco schism, !eelinf the.t· the
menace of Whiggery lett no time for petulanoe over doctrine. u57

The real achievement of the party was the defeat of' Tammany
in the city elections in the spring of

1837,58 after a severe

winter made even more chilling by the cold blasts of inflationary
prices.

In February had occurred the infamous flour riots, at-

tributed to the Loco Focos,59 and ;recal11ng the tact tha.t "[m)obs
clamoring for bread had started the French Revolution. n60

After

men of this stamp carried the s!i)ring electIons, Tammany caine to
,11fe, re... e:xamlned its stand, "ousted the aristocratic banking
. element and began its modern career of organiSing tho labour

vote.,,61

In the midst of the storm oi panic the Equal Rights

-

. 51S cblesinger, Jr. t M!

91. ,zaijs" p. 213. Miss \'tll'ight

h:..1,d mellowed ·.'1ith age, l.t seems. Tn oston, attended by Abner
Kneeland of the local SOCiety of Free Inquirers, she spoka to an
audience of two hundred, including thirty... t'I.v·o woman. Her interests, reporters noted, seemed now exclusively political: bel'
speech 'did not conta~ a single allusion, direct or indirect,
to any theological topic •• « <,b1d,)

SScommons, li1storz !2l.

LabgUl", I,

461t.

59'rhe Loco locos bad held a rally "in the park" shortl,.
beforehand, and the mob swept on its way from this startingpoint. However, of the f1fty-three arrests made, not one was a
party member, and the organiZation disClaimed all partiCipation
in the affair. (Cf. Commons, B1stgrl of ~b0:1' I, lt64;
Schlesinger,
JiJ:J! .2! ,zacksol}, pp. 2I9::~15:
60Ibid., p. 219.

Jr.,

61commons ,

H1 storl

2f. itabQlir, I, 405.
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Party concluded that Tammany had come nround to its pure principles of

de~ocracy,

and there was affected n hcppy reconcilia-

tion in the fall elections of 1837.

Once more the radical forces of laboring: rnen enter the
1'he ranks close upon them, and,

lines of the Democratic P<3rty.

as a group, they will not be seen or heard until the period of
the Civ1l Wa.r.

By

that time, condition.s will be vastly differ-

ent; even tho word ''Workingman'' will not indicate the same type
of person.

By that time, too, the Working

Ments party of 1829

and 1830 will hElve beecme but a fading memory, a few pages
inconspicuously hidden away in

£1.

history book, passed over in

the hurry to investigate more thrilling episodes.

AS the at-

tempt has been made to pause upon these tew pages of American
b1sto17, a tina1 chapter

seataS

to call for an evaluation of

events, to determine if this particular piece 1'1 ts into the
mosaic which is America..

DEPEAT--OR VICTORY?
Although to hope to unravel completely the entangled skein
of factors wh1ch brought about the failure ot the Working Men"
Party of lew York City would be overly sanguine,at least the
main threads, uncovered in the course ot the previous pages,

may be inspected. more olosel1.

Certain17 1nexper1ence, internal

dissension, and external pressures are three factors merittng
further comment.
I.n.stances of inexperience come readily to mind. eapl07ing
Robert Dale OWen as secretary for the october 29th meeting of

organisatlon--he was an able writer but a suspect comrade,
drawing names tram a hat as a method of selecting candidates and

gaining the best poss1ble man for a job; choosing a Nhacknied
politician 11ke Erastus Boot"l for the workers' repre.entat1ve

in the state campaign ot 1830. The selection ot Root points up,
perhaps, the most basic error of all, namely that, as a separate
group, workers should not have gone into polities. Root was not
the man to attain their goals because a political party was not
the

Sll&fU:US t

lWOzok:t:Ai Mants

Advocate, September lr, 1830.
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The truth of the matter is that the workingmen's platform
as usually formulated did not reach the root of the problem at
all.

Had their p8rty completely carried the day as a political

unit, at best only accidental, fringe benefits would have been
achieved.

Theirs was a mere humanitarian program and as such

would appeal to almost anyone interested in his neighbor's wellbeing.

For example, most balancod conservatives were advocates

of the spread of education, it tor no other reason than to
insure that universal manhood suffrage would not descend into
chaotic mob caprioe.

A number of prominent names may be cited

also as favoring the abolishment of 1mprisomnent for debt, and
abandon1ng the .m1Ut1a system.

Perhaps without their fully

realizing 1 t, the laborers were fighting the much broader

economic problem of maladjustment of wealth.

The Bank War was

the real battle-ground in this conflict, and to wage the war
most efficiently, the workingmen should have been within the
ranks of the regular Democratic party ot Andrew Jackson. Through
sessions in the school ot exPerience during 1829-1831 this 1s
exactl7 what they came to do. 2
This cri tlelsm by no means intends to condemn the poll tical

venture as a total loss, since It 1s obvious that the workers
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represented voting power and their voting power was respected. 3
We merely wish to note two points. first, that it was the old
Democratic party and not the new Working Men's Party which
actually brought about the demanded reforms, the rebellion ot
the younger group being the occasion rather than the cause of
improvement; secondl)", most of the advances were leee,l, and ot
a m.orale-building nature; the bigger issue ot economic equality
was nationwide, and sucoess was to be achieved not by a splinter

group but by a major party.
A certain amount of frictional loss 1s to be expected in
anJ machine, but it a motor pulls in throe different directions,

the grinding of gears will become deafening.

Skidmore was old

and bitter, and tor h1m agrarian reform was the only answer.
Fanny

wright, OWen, and EVans were younger, one-idea enthusiasts

more bent on forging ahead,4 though not quite certain where the
road might lead.

Cook and the numerical majorit7 were more

conservative, more quiCk to give ear to the voice of public
opinion, and thns more the prey of old party inducements.' With
3FoX, l2.ecl1ne £! M:1s,ocracl, p. 357.

~In b1s memoirs, owen mourns the fact that the vision of
youth and the wisdom of' mature ye<:-tl's cannot be combined in some
way. (Atlantic J:1..onthlz, l'Earnest Sowing, If pp. 69-70.)

;It will be recalled that this was the group which first
to union with the old parties in the fall elections

succ~bed

of 1830.

?3
such contrasting viewpoints and tendencies, cooperation was difficult; with such oonflicting personal1ties, strife wasinevitable, and reconciliation practically impossible.

Fina.lly, the hopeless situation ot the party was intensified
by a. number of external pressures as well.

It must be reempha-

sized how the partisan press pretended to be, and how the conservative cooilnun1t7 really was, shocked and thoroughly frightened
by the pbantoms of atheism, cOl1ununism, license, and mob :rule.

The whole movement, moreover, was smeared with the colors of

the "red harlot of infidelity," and besieged by the outraged

emotionalism Fanny wright seemed to inspire.

With more alacrity

than at the tinkling of a leper's bell did the God-fearing and
the property-owning (not always a coextensive term) pick up
their garments and rush pell-mell away.
The danger inherent in a group of free-thinkers aiding a
movement of workers was, trom the beginning, recognized.

The

liberals themselves wanted to ''keep religion and pollt1os entire ...
ly d1stinct,n6 and they foresaw that their enemies would seek to
condemn the one wi th the other.

nIt 1s the only rock on which

we ,can spllt, and we are determined to use all possible exert10ns to steer olear of It."? Despite their efforts, the charge
••

'commons, Iltstorl, 2l Lab0'9l, It 272.
7)19rkins. )1!p.'s Advocate, JUne 12, 1830.

of atheism was an

impo~tant

factor in external oPPosition to the

party, as the following newspaper excerpt clearly indicate:u
Lost to society t to earth and to heaven, godless and
hopeless, clothed and ted by stealing and blasph.em7 .. • •
such are the apostles who al"e trying to induce a uUltlber of
able bodied men in this city to tollow in their own course
••• to disturb the peace of the community for a t~9; go
to prison and have the mark of Cain impressed upon them;
betake themselves to incest, robbery, and murder, die Uke
ravenous wild beasts, hunted down without pitY'J and go to
render their account before God. whose existence they
bel1eved in their miserable heartst even while they were
blaspheming him in their ignorant, snivelling, and puerile
speculations. Such 1s too true a picture in All its parts
of some of the leaders of the new political party, which 1s
emerging tl'Oln the sl1me of this communitl.8

There 1s yet another aspect of the Wright-OWen act! vi ty
which, to our mind, does not receive proper

~phas1s.

It 1s

ad.m1 tted by all that they made an end of wba t should have been

If the Enquirers were more concerned wi ttl the

but a means.

genuine grievances ot the workingmen and were proposing a more
practical and American system of pub11c educa.tion. their fervor
and sldll at organizing might even havecarr1ed the 1830 New
York election.

BUt the un1 versal panacea of Equal Republican

-

8Commons t ftstofX Q!. La;t:tom:, I 1~ 212-273, quoting the
C .S91!1 tsyer1p!l, Irovemtier, 18~. EVen as late as 1838

~same no orIous names were being used as the prime examples
of degradat10ns "AYe, as well might the Fathers ot the Ohurch
be contrasted with Robert Dale OWen and his infidel adherents,
or the chastest matrons of the land with the followers ot Fanny
wrigbt. as Henry Clay w1 th Hartin Van Buren.. (PrOJ1 the Whig
newspaper, thetlasu..ga1y., c1 ted by schlesinger , Jr. t AI!. 9l.
iackssa. p. 251.)
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state Guardianship Education was too heavy a side issue for a
young political party to carry.9
It 15 not generally noted, however, that when the education
issue ceased to be ot immediate importance, the intellectuals
abandoned the workingmen and turned to other fields in which
they might more treely "enquire. tt The wrl tings of Robert Dale
Owen Seem to bear out this statement both as concerns himself
and his cODfrere.

Of Fann7 Wright he tells us: "In the autumn

ot 1829 Miss Wright lett {jlew YorkJ tor six months, returning
in May, 1830; to remain, however, only two months, then crossing
to EUrope and not returning until after our paper was discont1nued.-O His own preoccupation, and his "real SUCCesS during
this pertod,"ll was the publication of the first American

treatise on birth control, called Horal fbrsiolPil, said to be
9pancoast and Lincoln, Ahe iacox:risible ,deall;ft, p. 16.
lOtf*~tic ~t~, "Earnest Sowing," p. 67. Later in the
same ar
(p.
,
en gives the reasons for Miss wright's
trips. DUring the first abs~mc$ she went to Nashoba, Tenn.,
closed the negro-freeing venture, took its th1rty-one remaining
ocoupants to t'Haytitt to settle them there with the assurance of
the governor himself' that they would be well treated. on her
second departure trom New York, "she lett for Franee accompanied
by her younger slster; and there. next year, two misfortunes
happened to her: the one her marrlagel the other her sister'S
death." Her marriage was to Phiquepa D'Arusmont, a teaching
cOIllpa.nion ot New Harmo1l7 days. AS has been noted, her subsequent
public career was not so radical or vehement.

ce

llPancoast and Lincoln, Ah,e .de!l:ist, p. 16.
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noted" [13 or its scientific accuracy, humanitarian feeling,
literary style and social effectiveness nl2__ a damning enough
indictment for one convinced of the immorality and the unsoundness of the Malthusian thesis.

Slaves in 'Hayti,' peoples

across the earth, marriages, France, England--these broke the
spell and centered attention elsewhere than upon New York City
and its tradesmen.
Up

to this point, the Working Ments party of New York City

ha s been treated as a tailure, but such 1s hardly the full

truth.

For a correct evaluation, a distinction must be applied,

as a R!ltl, a separate organization, it is correct to list the
effort as a failure; but as a movemst, a democratic influence,
it must be emphasized that it was a marked success.

Two points

especially justify this claim. the success of the reforms the
l2tbpdt, pp. 16-17. In a letter of November 11 1830 just
a week e ore the elections, OWen tells his triend Trist tbat
the book will he out ~i! ~ (Sears, "Correspondence
ot Robert Dale OWen, n
., p.~313J. From other letters we
learn that much work!
scussion and advice-seeking went into
the treatise before ts publica tlon "against the advice of every
lndlvidual °here to whom I mentioned the subject. tt Ct. ~
.~eallst, pp. 16-20, for the wide influence the "little-OOok"

a tiIiie!.
ct • • ~ij~~' pp.

20-23 concerning h1s own marriage on
April 12,
by "the Simplest ceremony which the laws ot this
state recognize." BY a written statement he divested himself
"of the unjust rights which in virtue of this ceremony an iniquitous law tacitly gives me over the person and property of
another • " " the barbarous relics of a feudal, despotic system,
soon destined in the onward course of improvement, to be wholly
swept away" (W,g,•• p. 22). Subsequently, he too spent a
period in EUrope.
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workingmen demanded, and the further activity of many connected
with the movement.

The reform most directly attributable to the Working Men's
party was the abolition of imprisonment for debt.

AS early as

1813 Van BUren had sponsored a bIll 10 New York tor the relief

ot small debtors, but his efforts were of no avall.

On the

national scene, Richard J'ohnson was constantly clamoring tor
improvement in the law, but equally without success.

Flnall,-,

In 1831, conscious of the weight of the workingmen's ballots,

the Democrat majority in the state legislature wiped out debtors'

prisons, "despite the oppos1t1on of the pettlfogging lawyers,
the state printer (who profited by the necessary legal advertisements) J and the businG's men, espee~ally rum-sellers. ttl3
Congress followed in 1832 with a law concerning federal prisons,
and other states soan joined the trend.l~
DUring the lite of the party there was also an improvement
in the Uen law, an extension to include pay,ment to jOlU'ney,men

as well as to master-craftsmell, but the records show tba t the
construction-workers were not satisfied completely, since, amona

other shortcomingS, the law applied only to the c1t7 and county
1311'0:, l2!cl1ni

litschles1nger t

at AtlstRE!Cl,

Jr..

p. 357 ..

Aie .2! JaCkson, p. 135.
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ot New York. l5 still. it proved a step in the right direction,
so much so, that, at the time, Tamm3ll1' Hall was estimated to
have wan back about tour thousand voters. l6
Militia reform, initiated ,It the insistence of the working-

men, was more slowly achieved.

The old la.w was almost ann1h1-

lated in 1830, but the bill which would bave reduced the two-day

drill period to a single afternoon failed to pass the legislature. l ? The law was revised somewhat in 1831, more tully in
181t-6, and finally a.bandoned by an enactment of 1870.18
~e

working out ot the answer to the partrfs agitation

against banks 1s written in large letters in the el1m1nation

of the United states Bank 1n 1832t the wildcat banking period

that followed. and the Panic of 1837.

This, of course, did not

prove to be the tinal or correct answer, since, of its ver,y

nature, the institution ot banking cannot

be an unshakeable

structure, and 1s vulnerable to the winds of varlin8 theories.

the

r~;;~:~:wft: tffin.2fa:!WeHtt

I, 329.

In 1832 0h10. paased

16Foxj. ;,l2!cj.i U 9l. Atistosef' p. 358. Tammany's bank
stand, as has· b&en seen, uso
muoh to do w1 tb the return.
17commons, HJ,ston

Sot J;AbQYl, It 330.

reser~:F~fllW~~~!
~ *t:!~'1~:s~5~~ce~t~!~~~At~:~
that year, the muster was discontinued, and a token fine of

f1fty

cen~s

imposed.

This operated as a general poll

t~
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That over the years it has become muoh

mO;l"e

reliable is due 1n

some measure to the efforts of the \o1orkers of 1830 'Who demanded
a reform, even though their reasoning was not especially en-

lightened.
~heir

influence in educational reform is quitelllarked.

Gradual lmprovement did not come until atter the actual death
of the party, but "the vitality of the movement for taxsupported schools was derived, not trom the human! tarian
leaders, but trom the growing class of wage-earners_ u19

penn-

sylvania, due to Thaddeus stevens' crusading .zeal, was the
first state to legislate 1mpl"ovemeut of its schoel system.

New

York appointed a c1 ty superintendent of public education in
l~l,

and passed a public scbool law in the city in

1~2t

a

piecee! legislation which was extended to the state in l8lt9.

During these reterms, the Working Man t s party was no m.ore, but
the men who comprised it remained as voters.
'Was

or

influence too

tw,ir speo1fic contr1bution, name17 that the educational

s7stem should be built tor all. and not merely tor those too
poor to attend a private school.
Much more significant than the particular improvements
gained is the change of a.ttitude such advances reveal.
1,

&

Herein

def1n1 te Sign of the Jacksonian Revolution of ",Meb we
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,otten hear, and of the continued democratic evolution into the
present day.

For the drama in New York Cit)" at this period is

e. reflection, in miniature, ot a genel'al trend on the American
stage.

prev1ously, property was the aajor consideration, so

that when the jour.neJ,men spoke of equality of opportunity and
the reforms which would assure th1s blessed state, property-

holders sav them demanding privilege rather than equalIty.
From later generations, this propertied view, though understood,
would receive little sympath7.

That very fact bespeaks a change

of emphasis fram property to man himselt.

foday we take for

granted :rights and instItutions which workers ot a century and
a quarter ago were at tl1"st denounced for envisioning.

It 1s an

encouraging revelation, and prompts the thought that perhaps
atter all the ideals ot social justice in labor relations, in
race, and in other flelds, will slow17 avolve to a tuller
reaUq.

One further observation 1s in order, emphasising that the
Working Men's party of .ew York City was not a mere falling
star shooting across the sky. to fade without leaving a trace
I'

01' its passing.

Certainly the personages who lived and fought

through its years of existence were different people because of
their experience.

In turn they want on to affect others, to

make their own spheres of influence, and thereby
large, better or worse because

or

the

country at

their activity in 1829 and 1830

81
Frances Wright, Robert Dale OWEtnt El1 Moore, and Orestes A.
Brownson are obVious instances of influential people who matured
in the school of the ,'Working Men's Pa.rty.

So 1s Isaac T}lQllas

Hecker, who, in company with his brother, set up a b.a.ncll press

1n the garret ot their bake-shop and printed hard-mone, propaganda on the paper money received from customers. 20 There 1s a
marked likeness between this youth and the Isaac Thomas Hecker
who 'beCUe a convert to the CathoUc Church and the founder

the

apostol1c~1nded

Paulist Fathers.

ot

still another example at

powtb and influence 1s George Henry Evans.

From the visionary cries of !bomas Skidmore in 1829 to the
praot1.cal Homestead Act or 1862 1s a long Journey over diff1cult
terrain.

During 1t,much of the heat of the day's traveling

borne by George Henry EVans. - In the A4J0cat(h then in
lat~

waS

.t!ll tum,

on in 10_ Aml1"191 (8. new ser1es of the jQXQc!te), EVans

~ered

home his point that publlc lands in the west could best

be used to relieve the labor proble$s ot the east.

Though the

idea was unrealist1c to a 48.,.ee, as later studies have shown,
l'l1s tleJ:7 devotion gathered admirers.

A sick man, he came trom

retirement on a Jersey farm during the e1ghteen-forties to spearhead an attack under the standard of the "National Reform AS-

sociation.- street-corners often beard the

rally~g

...
2OsChles1n.ger, Jr. , AU. .2.t laqks 91b p. 198.

cry:
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"Vote yourself a farml", Horace Greeley took it up in the pages
of the III 12rk

~~,

and later brought up two unsuccessful

homestead bills 1n Congress.
to be Evans t reward.

But personal achievement was not

In lSlt9, worn out and penn1less, he

.adl,.

went back to .Bew JerseY' and died there in obscur1 t7 seven years
later. 21

.All wu not in vain however.

·'Whatever the objections of

Eastern capitalists or Southern planters or western speculators.
the west had to be opened up; the common man everywhere demanded.

1t. n22 In )lay, 18;2, after a mass meeting arranged by Evans and

bis friends, a tailor from Tennessee, Andrew Johnson, was fired
with the 1dea. 23 !be flame spread; in 1862 the Homestead Act
was passed.
In many ways, George Henry EVans

to which be first pledged his loyalty.

is symbolic of the party
In a short-rar!ge view of

reforms directly accomplished by a bere-and-now torce, both man
and party were failures.

In the long-range view of gradual

Ohange, however, the

of the historian, both were successes

in a true sense.
..,

vl~v

For they were the bidden force 1n an evolution

..

2lSebleSinger, Jr., Ai§. S?&. lseksQIl, p.

348.

22~.

23It was under the auspices of a Working Hen'. ticket that
Johnson gained his first pUblic office in 183~, that of alderman
(J29cumentm Histon;, V, 2,5').

which has held the American stage since the first act of the
drama in 1787, the constant evolution towards a democracy in
fact and not merely in theory.

That today we accept as common-

place what yesterday they taught so hard to gain, 1s a cogent
proof that their eXperiments have had a definite, though slow
and hidden, effect on Mtsrican life and the development of
American culture.
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